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T he walkout of the Socialist Party 
from the December 1 Socialist Alli¬ 
ance conference has resolved a 
contradiction that has been holding back 
the SA for at least two years. Yet at the 
same time it has weakened the prestige 
of the SA whose raison d’etre is, for 
many members and supporters, the 
project of a united left. 

The well choreographed departure 
came after conference voted for the con¬ 
stitution proposed by the Socialist Work¬ 
ers Party, the International Socialist 
Group and five leading independent 
comrades. This constitution won 345 
votes, as against 311 in total for the five 
other alternatives. 

The very visible rfounity is, however, 
not an indictment of the SA project, but 
rather a reversion to the cmdest sectism 
on the part of the Socialist Party leader¬ 
ship. It is exacerbated by the inability of 
the SA’s biggest component, the Social¬ 
ist Workers Party, to exorcise the suspi¬ 
cion that it too is putting its own sect 
interests to the fore in transmuting the 
SA into a unitary membership organisa¬ 
tion, in which its own regimented mem¬ 
bership could exercise hegemony, if not 
the cmde caricature of absolute control- 
freakery put about by the SP. 

The accusation that the SA is to be an 
electoral version of the Anti-Nazi League, 
a pliable front organisation for the SWP, 
gains currency, for example, in the over¬ 
ruling of the 30% or so of the SA mem¬ 
bership that voted for the alliance to have 
its own newspaper. 

If this conference illustrated anything, 
it showed just how far the British left has 
to travel to really overcome sect politics. 
Indeed, the depth of sect politics on the 
left was illustrated not just by the SWP, 
but by the speech by Workers Power’s 
Mark Hoskisson, opposing the compos¬ 
ite calling for an SA political paper. 

The comrade complained that such a 
publication, given the different political 
views that make up the alliance, would 
have to be a bland publication with no 
politics, expressing the lowest common 
denominator of views that are deemed to 
be shared by the components of the alli¬ 
ance. Or else it would be, according to 
comrade Hoskisson, a “tower of Babel” 
- ie, a publication in which the diverse 
views of the alliance’s members would 
all find expression, and by implication, 


some kind of anarchic mess. 

Comrade Hoskisson, in common with 
the SWP comrades, thereby merely re¬ 
states his own sect conception of a party 
and of the future of the SA. The SA, in his 
view, in order to become a real working 
class party, will have to have public una¬ 
nimity on all important questions. Minor¬ 
ity views in the SA will have to have been 
either eliminated, or their proponents per¬ 
suaded to accept that they cannot possi¬ 
bly be expressed in the public domain, 
before the SA could have its own politi¬ 
cal paper. In other words, the SA cannot 
be allowed a paper until it becomes another 
sect in the image of the SWP or WP. 

In its own way, this vote was just as 
significant as an illustration of continued 
sect backwardness as was the walkout 
of the Socialist Party. Both events 
showed that the steps so far towards 
unity are only skin-deep for the bureau¬ 
cratic centralist Trotskyist sects that still 
politically dominate the alliance, and the 
left in general. 

This sect conception of party is the 
most concrete obstacle to the future de¬ 
velopment of the Socialist Alliance. If 
not corrected and defeated in favour of 
a genuine, partyist culture of free, open 
and public political debate, then, far from 
evolving into something that can even 
match the modest influence of the Scot¬ 
tish Socialist Party in the working class 
(as many comrades rightly hope), an¬ 
other possibility could be on the horizon. 
The sects are quite capable of doing in 
England what the followers of Peter 
Taaffe and the post-Cliff SWP have 
pulled off in Ireland - the dissolution of 
the Socialist Alliance. 

Of course, this is not a predetermined 
outcome, and it can and must be suc¬ 
cessfully fought. Apart from the nega¬ 
tive, sectarian features of the conference, 
there were also a number of more posi¬ 
tive signs. The close vote on the hurried 
SWP proposal to go immediately to an 
AGM was an early sign that the SWP 
would not get its own way on everything. 
As indeed was the partial emasculation 
of the national council, a body that had 
the potential to act as a ‘House of Lords’ 
for the SWP within the alliance - it will no 
longer be able to remove elected mem¬ 
bers of the executive between confer¬ 
ences. 

There was also a partial victory on the 


question of platforms - the constitution 
now recognises their right to exist in the 
SA, though unfortunately, not their au¬ 
tomatic right to attend with a voice at ex¬ 
ecutive meetings. Other gains, such as 
the inclusion of a properly constituted 
appeals committee, independent of the 
executive, were the result of either out¬ 
right defeats for the SWP, or them being 
forced to back off from more outrageous 
attempts at control-freakery. 

In many ways, this is why the splittist 
activity of the SP was so criminal - hav¬ 
ing declared that the SA would become 
an SWP front if it adopted a unitary, and 
not federal, constitution, the SP seemed 
intent on bringing about this situation by 
default through handing the SWP an 
overwhelming dominance of the alliance 
on a plate. 

Thus the SP's supposed championing 
of minorities and independent members 
is revealed as a complete fraud - what the 
Taaffe leadership was most concerned 
with was to find an excuse to walk out, 
thus conveniently isolating the rank and 
file of their disintegrating sect from the 
possibility of sustained collaboration 
with other socialists, and from the possi¬ 
bility that the SP membership will begin 
to question the infallibility of their high 
priests. 

The sectarian nature of the SP’s whole 
project was revealed by the tone of hos¬ 
tility their loyalists adopted to SA sup¬ 
porters who are not involved in the any 
of the principal organisations. The SP’s 
attacks on “so-called independents”, 
particularly those who broadly (though 
not uncritically) allied themselves with the 
SWP in seeking a unitary membership 
organisation, gave a very strange impres¬ 
sion indeed. Particularly, since a number 
of the people they were so attacking are 
formerly prominent members of the SP it¬ 
self. One thinks of Nick Wrack (former 
editor of Militant) and Lesley Mahmood 
(the pioneer Militant Labour candidate 
against Kinnock’s Labour Party in the Liv¬ 
erpool Walton by-election in 1991), who 
were both elected to the SA executive. 

In fact, far from being hounded out of 
the alliance, as the SP will no doubt pre¬ 
tend, this was undoubtedly the most civi¬ 
lised split anyone can remember, with 
comrade Dave Nellist, the departing chair 
of the alliance, being given a massive 
ovation by the supporters of the major¬ 



ity on whom he was objectively spitting 
by leading the walkout of SP members. 

That comrade Nellist, bound by the dis¬ 
cipline of the SP sect, felt compelled to 
throw away the years of constructive 
work he has done for the SA project, is a 
personal tragedy that he will likely soon 
regret (if he does not already). 

At least one SP comrade was not 
able to go along with Taaffe’s dik¬ 
tat to crap on fellow socialists in this 
way - comrade Matt Wrack, the promi¬ 
nent FBU militant who successfully moved 
amotion at this summer’s FBU conference open¬ 
ing the door to union support for leftists standing 
against New Labour, stayed in the conference hall 
with the majority and thereby broke with Taaffe’s 
organisation. 

The pro-party minority in the SA, though de¬ 
feated, made a respectable showing in the con¬ 
ference in other ways. Indeed, the respectable 
vote for the CPGB’s stem constitution, which 
with 42 votes, represented the hard pro-party, 
pro-paper left. Indeed opposition to a paper is in 
many ways the touchstone of sectism in the SA. 
Comrade Hoskisson may have done the SA 
project a favour by spelling out so clearly the sec¬ 
tarian rationale behind the opposition to a paper - 
the minority who are not under sect discipline to 
agree with him will find an outlet for their aspira¬ 
tions initially without the SWP and WP if neces¬ 
sary. 

After all, the SA constitution guarantees their 
right to write for publications, and to publish their 
views openly. There is nothing in the constitution 
to say that an SA paper cannot be founded by the 
pro-party, anti-sectarian minority. Let us show in prac¬ 
tice what can be achieved by a democratic SA paper 
that strikes the right balance between 
agitation, propaganda and open po¬ 
litical discussion. 

This was certainly the spirit 
put forward at the fringe 
meeting, called under the 
auspices of the multi- 
current statement ‘For a 
democratic and effec¬ 
tive Socialist Alliance’ 
after the close of the 
conference. CPGB, 

AWL and inde¬ 
pendent speakers 
pledged to explore, 
with some urgency, 
the project of launching 
such a pro-party 
publication • 

Ian Donovan 


Peter Taaffe 
casts his 
vote for 
sectarianism 
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PARTY NOTES 


An unofficial paper 


A round a third of the Socialist Alliance's Decem¬ 
ber 1 conference voted for a regular publica¬ 
tion - as a “step towards developing a 
newspaper”. Though supported by the Communist 
Party of Great Britain, International Socialist Group, 
Alliance for Workers' Liberty and a wide range of in¬ 
dependents, our forces were overwhelmed by the So¬ 
cialist Workers Party bloc (plus Workers Power). 

Once again the SWP shows that it is unable to act 
as an effective leadership of the Socialist Alliance. Its 
aspirations amount to no more than a united front. A 
useful appendage for the SWP sect, but useless for 
the working class - which needs an effective and 
democratic party. 

Without a frequent Socialist Alliance paper the So¬ 
cialist Alliance will never amount to much. Occasional 
leaflets, local bulletins, folders on racism, etc, are no 
substitute. Nor is the weekly factional press. Hardly 
anything of worth about the Socialist Alliance now 
appears in Socialist Worker. The Socialist was if any¬ 
thing anti-Socialist Alliance and has anyway now 
gone. A few thousand read the print and electronic 
version of the Weekly Worker. There is though no 
collective source of regular news and views - let alone 
theoretically underpinned arguments - coming from 
the Socialist Alliance as a whole. 

Not surprisingly identification with the project is 
low. Local branches of the Socialist Alliance operate 
in the dark or as on-off SWP united fronts. Most are 
now ghostly affairs. As far as those who voted for us 
in the general election are concerned, the Socialist 
Alliance has all but disappeared. And mainstream poli¬ 
ticians are attacked for only being interested in their 
constituents during elections! Obviously none of this 
is satisfactory. 

So what is to be done? Wait another 12 months for 
yet another annual general meeting and an SWP 
change of heart? Frankly that would be to abrogate 
our responsibilities as Socialist Alliance members. 
The war against Afghanistan, the draconian laws on 
terrorism, the threats to Iraq and Somalia, popular dis¬ 
enchantment with Labour, anti-capitalism, the im¬ 
pending economic slump in the US-EU-Japan 
metropolis. All that and more demands that the So¬ 
cialist Alliance is quickly built, not only in terms of 
numbers, but fighting capacity. 

That is why the CPGB is making the urgent call to 
other principal supporting Socialist Alliance organi¬ 
sations and to all pro-party Socialist Alliance mem¬ 
bers and branches to begin serious discussion about 
launching an unofficial paper in 2002. 

Are the resources there? Yes, after all the CPGB cell 
responsible for the Weekly Worker is financially au¬ 
tonomous. It manages to print and distribute a weekly 
paper on the basis of subscriptions and donations. 
Nothing more. With the resources of other organisa¬ 
tions thrown in, with a wider basis of support, more 
can be done. Much more. And let me once again un¬ 
derline the CPGB's intentions. We envisage ending 
the publication of the Weekly Worker and putting all 
its financial, editorial and journalistic resources at the 
service of an unofficial Socialist Alliance weekly. We 
hope, but do not by any means demand, that other 
organisations act in the same pro-party spirit. Even if 
they do not though, rest assured the project is viable 
financially. 

Editorial control? That must be negotiated through 
compromise and perhaps some hard bargaining. But 
comrades must be clear: we have no intention of in¬ 
sisting upon a CPGB majority on any editorial board. 
The only criterion we have is that comrades are united 
in pursuing the aim of an effective and democratic 
Socialist Alliance party. 

What of politics? The political basis for unity ex¬ 
ists already. People before profit is the bottom line. 
Our unofficial paper should promote and popularise 
the demands contained in our June 7 general elec¬ 
tion manifesto. Everyone will have their specific disa¬ 
greements. On the other hand it was voted through 
overwhelmingly at the March 10 2001 Birmingham 
policy conference. It has proven legitimacy. An un¬ 
official Socialist Alliance paper would defend, 
concretise and enrich the demands outlined in Peo¬ 
ple before profit in order to recruit to the Socialist Al¬ 
liance on the largest possible scale. 

The paper must have an element of polemics - 
though any fixation with simply attacking the SWP 
and the Socialist Alliance majority should be avoided. 
Indeed SWP comrades should be asked to contrib¬ 
ute. The best way to overcome the SWP bloc is 
through political engagement and by winning a whole 
layer of the working class to the Socialist Alliance. 


So, while controversy and debate should be encour¬ 
aged, the prime tasks of the paper would be - agita¬ 
tion, organisation and education. 

Every democratic issue, every grievance, every 
strike must be taken up and given overall political di¬ 
rection. Our Socialist Alliance paper must argue for 
action too. To begin with, no doubt, our efforts will 
be faltering and amateurish. But, with time, hard work, 
increased professionalism and an ever growing cir¬ 
cle of loyal readers and engaged supporters, we can 
start to cohere as a real force, a real influence in the 
political life of this country. 

A Socialist Alliance paper would send out an in¬ 
spiring message to activists in the Socialist Alliance. 
Moreover it sets in motion a logic, which, if consist¬ 
ently and energetically followed through, would en¬ 
able us to steadily deepen and massively extend our 
collective activity and political scope. Even though 
it would be unofficial, our paper would seek the affili¬ 
ation and backing of Socialist Alliance members, 
branches and regions. Indeed, to the extent that hap¬ 
pens, what begins as an unofficial publication will 
stage by stage gain the status of an official voice. 

A collective organiser, distributed in the tens of 
thousands throughout the country and uniting a 
network of branches, would increasingly enable the 
Socialist Alliance to swiftly manoeuvre and take ad¬ 
vantage of the establishment's exposed flanks and 
momentary vulnerabilities. A financial scandal, a 
police killing, the mass slaughter of prisoners in Af¬ 
ghanistan, a parliamentary rift amongst Labour MPs, 
etc. So an unofficial political paper more than com¬ 
plements and enhances official Socialist Alliance elec¬ 
toral interventions. It gives us all the means, which at 
present we lack, to build, maintain and coordinate - 
here in truth is the most challenging immediate task 
facing the Socialist Alliance. 

Our unofficial paper must combine the role of agi¬ 
tation and organisation with education. Without a 
collective educator there can be no consistency of 
principle on the ‘big questions’. Nor can there be a 
speedy and generally agreed response to the count¬ 
less new challenges brought forth by the maelstrom 
of socio-economic, parliamentary and international 
events. No-one is suggesting that we will instantly 
reach unanimity. But, unless we constantly renew and 
steadily augment our ideas, there will be no future for 
the Socialist Alliance. 

All partisans of the Socialist Alliance are urged to 
enter into discussions. With good will on all sides an 
agreement on finances, editorial content and goals 
can be reached. An official paper which contains all 
Socialist Alliance viewpoints would have been pref¬ 
erable. But we have no choice. It is an unofficial pa¬ 
per or nothing • 

Jack Conrad 


Fighting fund 


Duty 


Rather than winding down political activity for 
the holiday season, if anything, the tempo is 
picking up. As can be seen elsewhere in these 
pages, the CPGB is proposing that all those who 
voted for a paper follow up on that vote by get¬ 
ting behind the call for an unofficial SA journal. 

Thus we need the fund more than ever, com¬ 
rades, not just to finance the Weekly Worker, but 
to provide our pro-party paper with a sound fi¬ 
nancial base. 

Unfortunately, hue to form, the holiday sea¬ 
son has opened with a slow start. Nonetheless 
thanks are due to comrades GH (£20), CM (£20), 
TP(£15), DK (£ 10), CR (£5), and, last but no means 
least, comrade FJ with £3. That leaves us with 
just £78, well short of our £450 target. Comrades, 
please rush in your donations to ease my wor¬ 
ries and fulfil your pro-paper and pro-party 
duties • 

Robbie Rix 


Ask for a bankers order form, or send cheques, 
payable to Weekly Worker 


Letters may have been 
shortened because of space. 
Some names may have been 
changed 


Tactical tangle 

As chair of the Republican Communist Net¬ 
work (Britain) and RCN (Scotland) I would like 
to comment on the articles by Sarah McDon¬ 
ald (CPGB) and Dave Craig (Revolutionary 
Democratic Group) concerning the divisions 
between the majority of the RCN (Scotland) 
and the RCN (England) ( Weekly Worker No¬ 
vember 22). 

These divisions resulted in the RCN (Scot¬ 
land) voting in favour of the following motion: 
“RCN resolves to break formal constitutional 
links between RCN (Scotland) and RCN (Eng¬ 
land) in favour of working together on cam¬ 
paigns and other initiatives on a case-by-case 
basis.” At its meeting of November 18 the RCN 
(Scotland) voted in favour of the above mo¬ 
tion. 

Commenting on the above decision to break 
formal constitutional links between RCN 
(Scotland) and RCN (England), Sarah believes 
that “underlying everything was the deep 
divide between left nationalists in Scotland on 
the one hand and those who stand for the 
unity of tire working class against the UK state 
on the other” (all references are to the two 
articles mentioned above unless otherwise 
stated). 

Thus for the CPGB, anyone who is in the 
RCN Scotland and disagrees with them is im¬ 
mediately a left nationalist and there, sadly, 
their analysis ends. No thought is given to 
the possibility that there might be more than 
one way to unite the working class and over¬ 
throw the UK state: ie, that it is a tactical ques¬ 
tion. 

However, the truth will out and a few lines 
lower Sarah moves a little closer to it: “The 
argument for the split was put forward as be¬ 
ing over two main issues: firstly the CPGB is 
not very nice; and secondly that the RCN 
does not function in England. 

“The second point is true at face value. The 
RCN does not intervene as the RCN in the 
Socialist Alliance in the way that the RCN in 
Scotland has intervened in the Scottish So¬ 
cialist Party.” 

The real facts are that, apart from a single 
RDG initiative at the SWP's Marxism 2001 
under the RCN banner, the RCN (England) 
has intervened in absolutely nothing what¬ 
soever. There appears to be a number of rea¬ 
sons for this general lack of RCN activity in 
England. 

Firstly, there is an apparent split between 
the RDG and the CPGB on the role of the RCN. 
The RDG appears much keener on the project. 
As the RCN (England) consists solely of the 
CPGB plus the RDG plus Terry Liddie of the 
Green Party (all the ‘independents’ having 
left), this causes quite a problem, hence the 
inertia. 

Secondly, the CPGB is internally split over 
their attitude to the RCN. One section, includ¬ 
ing Mark Fischer, thinks that the RCN is a 
waste of time, whilst another section, headed 
by Jack Conrad, “see a role for the RCN in 
Scotland, but not really for England” (Dave 
Craig). However, these differences are never 
debated out in front of the working class in 
the pages of the Weekly Worker or any other 
public forum and certainly not honestly inside 
the RCN. So much for the CPGB’s much 
vaunted “open and direct, no-holds-barred 
style of debate” (Sarah). 

Thirdly, there is a disagreement between the 
CPGB and the RDG on their strategy and tac¬ 
tics towards the Socialist Alliances in Eng¬ 
land. “We have been pulling in different 
directions” (Dave Craig). 

It is important for readers to understand that 
neither the CPGB nor the RDG insist on 
putting these questions to a democratic vote 
to produce majority and minority positions, 
the majority position becoming the publicly 
stated position of the RCN. This is the com¬ 
plete opposite to their attitude on questions 
involving the SSP and the national question 
in Scotland where they insist on votes being 
cast and tire RCN adopting majority decisions. 
This is inconsistent, to say the least. Such 
double standards have made some of us very 
weary of being lectured from and possibly 
outvoted by a passive RCN (England) that is 


merely a convenient shell, empty of real con¬ 
tent. 

Fourthly, despite its criticisms of the SWP 
in England for acting as if it were the working 
class patly inside the Socialist Alliance, this 
is exactly the attitude of the CPGB towards 
the RCN. Thus for the CPGB the RCN exists 
solely as a vehicle to influence the SSP. Even 
in this, the actual experience of effective work 
in the SSP and wider working class by RCN 
(Scotland) is discounted and ignored when it 
should be valued. 

Dave does make a valid point when he says 
that we have proposed what appears to be a 
“national ‘solution’ to a non-national prob¬ 
lem”. On reflection, the formulation of the mo¬ 
tion does cover up the real issue, which is that 
the majority of RCN comrades in Scotland are 
fed up of trying to work constructively with 
the CPGB and wish to dissolve any formal 
relationship. In our defence, I would like to 
make the following points. 

Firstly, when we have discussed these is¬ 
sues, the CPGB, RDG and Terry Liddie - ie, the 
entire RCN (England) - have acted as a united 
front and there has been no public acknowl¬ 
edgement or acceptance that there were genu¬ 
ine issues with the CPGB (I would say to each 
individual in these organisations that if you 
are not part of the solution you are part of the 
problem). We would react positively to any 
approaches by non-CPGB comrades who 
wished to work with us or by a CPGB which 
had a good solid rethink about its methods 
and attitude towards working with others. 

Dave also is formally correct when he says 
that it would have been better if there had been 
a written document to support the motion, but 
he cannot deny that Scottish comrades had 
raised all the issues and extensively discussed 
them at the two previous, all-Britain, meetings. 
Every member, including himself, was acutely 
aware of them. 

Dave, leading theorist of the RDG. presents 
himself as the person keenest on developing 
the RCN in England. How revealing then is 
his article, ‘Follow the SSP example’ ( Weekly 
Worker November 8), where he outlines his 
vision of the Socialist Alliance in England and 
indicates that lessons can be learned from the 
experience of the SSP. He goes on to write: 
“SWP, SP, AWL, CPGB and RDG supporters 
are all in the SSP. Workers Power and the In¬ 
ternational Socialist Group are either in it, or 
would be if they had members north of the 
border.” 

Conspicuous by its absence from this list 
of left groups is the RCN. hi fact, the RCN, of 
which comrade Dave is a member, is not men¬ 
tioned once in the whole article. What con¬ 
clusion would an unbiased observer make as 
to the relative importance of the RCN to Dave 
and die RDG? 

Returning to the November 22 issue of the 
Weekly Worker, Dave goes on to say, correctly: 
“We need to begin by identifying as precisely 
and honestly as we can the real political prob¬ 
lems.” Unfortunately, he identifies these as: 
“First and foremost and underlying every¬ 
thing is the issue of the federal republic ver¬ 
sus the workers’ republic. All members know 
that this has been the main divide in the RCN.” 

Well, I’m sorry, Dave, this simply will not 
do as an explanation. In the RCN (Scotland) 
we have members who hold differing posi¬ 
tions on these questions and continue to work 
well together and certainly at this point in his¬ 
tory would not make it die basis of a split. The 
fact that the CPGB and the RDG have acted, 
hitherto, as if a person’s position on this ques¬ 
tion were one of fundamental principle (sepa¬ 
rating ‘true communists’ from ‘left 
nationalists') is a perspective that I for one do 
not share. 

More positively, Dave himself acknowl¬ 
edges that, “The Scottish workers’ republic 
slogan is not wrong in some absolute sense. 
In some circumstances, it could be a correct 
position to take.” This recognition tiiat it is a 
tactical question is a huge step forward and 
one that I would urge the Communist Ten¬ 
dency and the CPGB to publicly endorse. An 
earlier acceptance of this would, I believe, have 
taken the heat out of some of die internal RCN 
debates. 

Similarly, recognising “the unevenness of 
the political movement between England and 
Scotland” (without claiming that there is any¬ 
thing inherently more leftwing or socialist 
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about the working class in Scotland than in, 
say, the north east of England - my birthplace) 
and “In Scotland, the RCN is not just a net¬ 
work. It is a faction or platform inside the SSP" 
is a further step forward, away from abstrac¬ 
tions, towards a concrete grasping of the real 
conditions under which we are operating. 

Although when he goes on to write, “In 
England ... there are no platforms within the 
Socialist Alliance’', I want to ask why not? Will 
anyone in the CPGB and/or RDG take respon¬ 
sibility for the fact that, after all this time (more 
than two years), the RCN (England) is not even 
a recognised faction in the Socialist Alliance? 
Will they also accept that considering this to 
be a problem does not make one a left nation¬ 
alist ■? 

Dave says that, “The truth is that the Edin¬ 
burgh comrades do not want to work with us.” 
On the contrary we have done the work and 
you have not. If the RDG and the CPGB want 
to convince the likes of myself that they truly 
want to work with us then build the RCN in 
England and act as a recognised faction in the 
Socialist Alliance. This and joint campaign¬ 
ing work will act as the confidence-building 
measures that will be required to repair our 
relationship. 

Finally, the editorial in the most recent is¬ 
sue of Republican Communist states: “Allan 
Armstrong, Bob Goupillot and Nick Clarke - 
all living in Scotland and members of the Scot¬ 
tish Socialist Party - have one after the other 
resigned from the editorial board” because 
“these comrades have either succumbed to 
or have never broken from left nationalism” 
(sic, No7, winter 2001). 

Sound familial'? The truth is that the origi¬ 
nal editorial board (consisting of Allan, Nick 
and another comrade, SK) produced four is¬ 
sues in just over a year. The new editorial 
board took nearly a year to produce one is¬ 
sue. This is largely because the comrades in 
England did not consider it a priority despite 
urgings from Scotland. This delay reduced our 
effectiveness inside the SSP. 

The situation worsened when John Bridge 
became the coordinator. The coordinator’s 
role was primarily to organise the technical pro¬ 
duction of the magazine. However, with issues 
6 and 7 John decided to effectively exclude 
certain elected individuals from the editorial 
board and articles were published that some 
editorial board members - ie, myself (issue 6) 
and Nick (issue 7) - had never even seen and 
which John Bridge refused to show us despite 
repeated requests. 

Bob Goupillot 
Midlothian 

Charming the SWP? 

I noted with shock that Jack Conrad seemed 
to be flattering the SWP. I do not know if this 
is part of a CPGB charm offensive. But what 
else can one conclude when we read in Weekly 
Worker that “officially the SWP designates 
the Socialist Alliance as a united front be¬ 
tween revolutionary socialists and left Labour¬ 
ites. The International Socialist Group and the 
Revolutionary Democratic Group have ech¬ 
oed this warped view” (November 15)? 

First the SA is an alliance, not a party. It 
would be “warped” to claim anything else. The 
label ‘united front’ is not something which 
misleads anybody. Most campaigns - and this 
is what the S A still is unfortunately - are united 
fronts of a range of organisations, which still 
retain their political independence. It does not 
matter whether we describe the SA as a cam¬ 
paign, an alliance, a bloc of left forces or a 
united front. 

However, it is the second point that I ob¬ 
ject to. The RDG is supposedly an echo of 
the SWP. If Jack thinks for a minute, or even 
10 seconds, he will remember that the RDG 
has consistently advocated the left working 
together on a united front basis since before 


the miners’ strike in 1984, through the poll tax 
and right through the 1990s. We have long 
advocated the left voting as a bloc in elections. 
We used to go the SWP’s annual Marxism and 
SWP conference in the early 1990s to say so. 

But we did not restrict ourselves simply to 
a united front of the left. As CPGB comrades 
may remember, we joined the Socialist Labour 
Party, where we campaigned for a communist- 
Labour Party. We have consistently advo¬ 
cated a united front of the left and actively 
promoted its transformation into a higher form, 
a party of the left. This is why we are currently 
promoting the Scottish Socialist Party. 

It is therefore wrong to say the RDG is an 
echo of the SWP. If anything it is the other 
way round. The SWP’s political line is a pale 
echo of the RDG and will not begin to catch 
up until they realise that a united front or alli¬ 
ance can and must become a party. Just look 
to Scotland where the Scottish Socialist Alli¬ 
ance became the SSP. The days when the 
Stalinist parties declared themselves to be the 
vanguard because they were big, and small 
organisations were only allowed to be their 
followers, has long since gone. It is a mind set 
that Jack should steer clear of. 

Dave Craig 
RDG 

Campaigning 

unions 

Alan McArthur appears to be a demon 
amongst friends. 

In an otherwise spot-on article in last week’s 
Weekly Worker (‘Sectarian shadow’, Novem¬ 
ber 29), Alan castigates the Socialist Party for 
their unfortunate inability to unite with oth¬ 
ers in pursuing a more active agenda in the 
anti-privatisation movement. Absolutely: we 
need all guns pointing in the same place. This 
is certainly a weak area for the government 
and one which socialists should throw them¬ 
selves into in a manner that produces the most 
efficient form of offensive. Refusing to unite 
with other campaigns, delays and protecting 
one’s own turf do nothing but harm. 

What role for the Socialist Alliance in all 
this? Alan castigates me for allegedly favour¬ 
ing “narrowing the base of the campaign only 
to those who support the SA”. Perhaps Alan 
has read something into the text, or perhaps I 
need to accept that I am an uneducated oik 
who needs to brush up on his written Eng¬ 
lish. 

Campaigning in the trade unions to turn 
them outwards into fighting organisations of 
the class and similarly community organisa¬ 
tions clearly have to become just that - work- 
ers’ organisation, uniting people who are 
organised in socialist organisations, the La¬ 
bour Party or none at all. 

However, there is a role for the SA. The two 
main players in this field (the SP and Alliance 
for Workers’ Liberty) were - up until Saturday’s 
SP walkout from the SA conference - mem¬ 
bers of the alliance and as such the structures 
of that organisation should have been able 
to act as a clearing house to ensure that this 
kind of thing did not happen. This is not to 
say I advocate the Unions Fightback, or any 
other campaign, becoming part of the struc¬ 
ture of the SA. We have had enough of front 
organisations on the left, without getting the 
SA to make the same mistakes. 

Hope that clears things up. 

Bill Jeannes 
Teesside 

Violent objection 

For Steve Jones and Fightback' s benefit 
(Weekly Worker November 29), I shall reiter¬ 
ate some of the points made in the current 
edition of Class War. 

Had the World Trade Center and the Pen¬ 


tagon been targets of an attack aimed at the 
buildings as centres of United States imperi¬ 
alism, and targeted to minimise civilian work¬ 
ing class casualties, we would not have a 
problem with that. However, these were not 
the targets and this was not the objective - 
quite the opposite. 

The attacks were timed to coincide with the 
morning msh hour traffic in New York. Not just 
the “cleaners, cooks and technicians" inno¬ 
cently caught up in the blast, but the thou¬ 
sands of workers of all sorts going to work 
were the intended victims. The poor buggers 
on the airplanes, hapless little kids included, 
were quite obviously and deliberately the tar¬ 
gets and clearly regarded just as much the 
enemy as the banker and the bureaucrat. Yes, 
we do object, and violently object, when such 
crimes are committed by the US state and oth¬ 
ers against the people of the third world. The 
average American worker is no more respon¬ 
sible for these attacks upon Asia, Africa or 
Latin America than s/he is the attacks by that 
state upon themselves. 

We at all times take the side of the working 
class and oppressed against rulers and ex¬ 
ploiters - native and foreign - and support their 
right to resist by all means necessary. 

Attacks on ordinary workers in America by 
god-struck zealots who do not understand 
and care less how class society works are. to 
say the least, hardly in the interests of the 
world struggle against the capitalist system. 
If the ordinary working class folk of America 
or Britain are your enemies, we can never be 
your friends. 

David Douglass 
Doncaster 

No to Spain 

First of all I would like to congratulate Eddie 
Ford on an excellent article on Gibraltar (Weekly 
Worker November 29). As aresident of Gibral¬ 
tar, it is good to know that we have support 
and understanding from both the British Con¬ 
servative and Communist parties. 

The ‘telephone boxes’ and ‘Watney’s Red 
barrel’ are of course urban legends or dim 
echoes of the past. Perhaps more relevant is 
that the school system, legal system, tel¬ 
ephone network, electricity, etc are all British 
- although we have splashed out by having a 
French company manage the water. Although 
Gibraltar has its own TV station and can re¬ 
ceive the Spanish channels, Sky, the BBC and 
recently TTV are the popular choices of enter¬ 
tainment and information. 

Last time I looked, unlike Brighton rock, the 
Rock of Gibraltar does not have ‘Spanishness’ 
or even ‘Britishness’ embedded in it - how¬ 
ever. the people are British and not Spanish 
and, as you correctly say, the future is their 
decision, and any attempt to impose a solu¬ 
tion by Mr Blair and his pals will fail. Mi' Hain 
talks to the House of Commons about the 
“bright future” he and our colonial masters 
are planning for us, but nobody is of the mood 
to say, ‘Yes, bwana’. 

Perhaps if they did some more research they 
would find out why the promises fall flat. Gi¬ 
braltar has an adequate health service mod¬ 
elled on the UK (apart from queues). Where 
our local hospital cannot treat patients our 
government pays for healthcare wherever 
appropriate. We do not need Spanish charity. 

The ‘generous offer’ from Senor Pique of 
100.000 telephone lines is misleading. We do 
need to increase our local numbers on our 
(British) digital exchange, from five to six dig¬ 
its and the Spanish refuse to accept our inter¬ 
national code of 350 which would make this a 
trivial task. He is not offering us lines, or even 
numbers: just trying to exercise Spanish con¬ 
trol. Like healthcare we can afford to pay for 
whatever telephone services we need. 

Mr Hain likes to compare Gibraltar to North¬ 
ern Ireland and says, ‘It’s good to talk’. Un¬ 
fortunately New Labour does not know how 
to listen to the people. In Gibraltar the popu¬ 
lation, which comprises jews, Arabs, hindus. 
protestants and catholics, and many ethnic 
groups, are all agreed on one thing. Nobody 
wants Spain to have any part in the future of 
Gibraltar. Even the 3,000 Spanish workers who 
come to Gibraltar daily because they have no 
jobs in their country agree. 

And as an otherwise very polite lady said 
on GBC’s live phone-in yesterday, “Mr Hain 
is a fucking pain.” The natives are restless. 
Jim Watt" 

Gibraltar 


CPGB contacts 


Main office: office@cpgb.org.uk 
London, Brent: brent@cpgb.org.uk 

London, Hackney: 

hackney@cpgb.org.uk 

Cambridgeshire: 

cambs@cpgb.org.uk 
Hertfordshire: herts@cpgb.org.uk 


Manchester: 

manchester@cpgb.org.uk 
Northeast: northeast@cpgb.org.uk 

Nottinghamshire: 

notts@cpgb.org.uk 
Scotland: scotland@cpgb.org.uk 
Surrey: surrey@cpgb.org.uk 
Wales: wales@cpgb.org.uk 




CPGB London seminars 

Sunday December 9 - ‘The challenge of militancy 1910-14’, 
using Ralph Milliband’s parliamentary socialism as a study 
guide. 

Sunday December 16 - ‘Jean-Francois Lyotard and 
postmodernism’, using Istavan Meszaros’s The power of 
ideology as a study guide. 

Stop Israeli terror 

Saturday December 8 - 1pm at Kensington High Street, 
London (nearest tube High Street, Kensington). 

Join the picket of the Israeli embassy. 

Called by the al-Awda Association of Palestinian Communi¬ 
ties, the Campaign for Palestinian Rights and the Palestine 
Solidarity Campaign. 

Party for asylum-seekers 

Saturday December 8 - 6pm to 10pm, Copleston Centre, 
Copleston Road, SE15 4AN. 

Christmas party for the families of asylum-seekers. Children’s 
entertainment, food and drink, music and more. 

Hosted by Southwark Day Centre for Asylum-Seekers. 
Supported by Dulwich Socialist Alliance. 

All non-asylum seekers please bring a bottle of wine. For 
more details call: 020 7732 3435. 

Christmas asylum cards 

Produced by Committee to Defend Asylum-Seekers. (Full 
colour). £5 for six (buy five packs, get one free). 
info@defend-asylum.org; 07941-566183: BCM Box 4289, 
London WC1X 3XX. 

Stop the War teach-in 

Sunday December 9 - 2pm to 6pm, Centenary Building, City 
University, Spencer Street, London (nearest tube - Angel). £2 
waged, £1 unwaged. 

Speakers include: Tariq Ah. Louise Christian, Suresh Grover, 
Jane Shallice, John Rees and Jeremy Corbyn. 

For more details contact: Stop the War Coalition, 
www.stopwar.org.uk; 07951-235 915. 

No privatisation 

Defend elderly care homes. 

Public meeting: Wednesday December 12, 7pm. Richard 
Hind Centre, Yarm Road, Stockton-on-Tees. Speakers: John 
O’Mahoney (PCS), Philip Johnson (Stockton Unison), Ian 
Elcoate (secretary, Middlesbrough Trades Council, Teeside 
SA). Organised by Unions Fightback. 

CPGB North East 

Regional meeting for CPGB members and supporters and 
invited Weekly Worker readers in the North East and North 
Yorkshire: Sunday December 9, 2pm - 5pm, St Mary’s Centre, 
82-90 Corporation Road, Middlesbrough. A representative of 
the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty has also been invited. 
Provisional agenda: ‘The Socialist Alliance after the confer¬ 
ence’; ‘Building our politics in the North’; cooperation with 
the AWL; finance. 

Debating the war 

Tuesday December 11, 7.30pm, main hall, Conway Hall, Red 
Lion Square. Debate sponsored by London Socialist 
Alliance, between David Aaronovitch of The Independent 
and Mike Marqusee of the Socialist Alliance on the war in 
Afghanistan. 

£4 waged, £2 unwaged. More details: 020 7791 3138 

Anti-terror laws 

Public meeting - Oppose Blunkett’s new laws. Tuesday 
December 11, 7pm, Friends Meeting House, Euston Road, 
NW1, Speakers include: Ted Knight, (MSF London region, 
personal capacity) and Stephanie Harrison (chair, Haldane 
Society of Socialist Lawyers). Sponsored by the Charter for 
Basic Democratic Rights. 

Hackney SA party 

Sunday December 16, Chats Palace, Brooksby’s Walk, 
London E9. 3pm to 5.30pm, kids’ fun and tea. 5.30pm - Red 
Magic with Ian Savile, socialist magician extraordinaire. 6pm 
to 11pm - live music, cabaret, DJs, raffle, quiz, food. All day 
second-hand bookstall. Tickets - £6 adult, £3 unwaged (all 
children free). 

Advance tickets - 07968-058804 or caroline@worldaccent.net 

Party wills 

The CPGB has forms available for you to include the Party 
and the struggle for communism in your will. Write for details. 

RDG 

To contact the Revolutionary Democratic Group write to: PO 
Box 6773, Dundee DD11YL. 
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SOCIALIST ALLIANCE 


For a democratic 
and effective 
Socialist Alliance 

“The Socialist Alliance has grown and developed 
through our collective experience of the general elec¬ 
tion. We are now a registered political party and have 
the beginnings of a national profile, national leader¬ 
ship and we have our democratically agreed mani¬ 
festo. To fight for our manifesto (which culminates in 
socialism), we must move beyond our present struc¬ 
tures. We need an effective and therefore democratic 
organisation. 

The Socialist Alliance is more than an electoral or¬ 
ganisation. We need to take initiatives in all fields of 
society. 

The Socialist Alliance should neither be bureau¬ 
cratically controlled from above nor limited to an in¬ 
effective non- agg ression pact. 

We need democratic unity above and below. The 
SA needs clear central priorities with local autonomy 
and democratic rights for members. 

The Socialist Alliance should strive for maximum 
unity in action through debate at the highest level 
involving a broad, wide-ranging and inclusive discus¬ 
sion. The Socialist Alliance should strive to ensure 
that all significant trends find representation on lead¬ 
ing committees. 

Making the Socialist Alliance an effective weapon 
in the stru gg le for socialism means that all members 
must enjoy the following rights: 

• freedom of opinion and expression; 

• the right to take part in the formation of Socialist 
Alliance policies; 

• the right to put oneself forward for and to take part 
in the selection of Socialist Alliance candidates; 

• the right to hold officers and representatives of the 
Socialist Alliance to account through democratic 
mechanisms; 

• the right to collectively recall all elected Socialist 
Alliance officers and committees; 

• the right to form distinct temporary or longer-term 
political platforms; 

• the right to read, write for and publicly distribute 
publications; 

• the right to information about Socialist Alliance 
activities; 

• the right to political education and socialist theory 
in the Socialist Alliance.” 

Initial signatories 

Janine Booth (SA candidate, Islington South and Finsbury) 
John Bridge (CPGB representative, SA Liaison Committee) 
Anna Chen (SA press committee) 

Dave Church (SA executive committee) 

Lawrie Coombs (SA candidate, Stockton South) 

Peter Grant (SA candidate, Salford; chair Manchester Picca¬ 
dilly Aslef) 

Marcus Larsen (London SA chair; executive committee) 

Mike Marqusee ( SA executive committee) 

Dave Osier (London SA steering committee) 

Lee Rock (London SA steering committee; London regional 
organiser, PCSU) 

Martin Thomas (SA executive committee) 

Neil Thompson (SA candidate, St Helens South; chair region 
9FBU) 

Nick Wrack (SA executive committee; chair Southwark SA) 

I-1 

I Please add my name to the statement I 

. Name_ . 

] Address_ j 

I Town/city_Postcode_ ! 

. SA branch_ . 

] SA position_ | 

I Signature_Date_ I 

| Return to Marcus Larsen, c/o BCM Box 928, a 

. London, WC1N3XX . 

I_I 


SWP scores 


Peter Manson gives his impressions of the Socialist Alliance’s 
December 1 conference 


A s I watched Logan Hall begin to fill up, 
I wondered how many of the hundreds 
now taking their seats would still be 
there by the end of conference business. 

In particular, of course, I was wondering 
about the Socialist Party comrades. For the 
SP leadership, locked in its sect mentality, to 
accept Socialist Alliance democracy and to 
put the interests of the whole before those of 
the SP itself is an intolerable proposition. The 
SA must remain at all costs an ineffective, 
amateur, loose alliance - or, even better, be re¬ 
moved from the scene altogether. For Taaffe 
and co left unity is unthinkable unless it is 
under actual or potential SP hegemony. 

By contrast we in the CPGB were looking 
for a constitution that would start to leave 
behind backwardness and begin to make the 
SA a national force to be reckoned with. That 
means a democratic and centralised organi¬ 
sation, able to take decisions and act, while 
canying the membership with it - for the SP 
leaders an anathema. 

They had been looking for an excuse to 
abandon the alliance ever since the Socialist 
Workers Party had come on board and had 
made it plain that this conference would al¬ 
most certainly provide them with the occasion. 
If it failed to adopt the SP’s own constitution 
- or something like it - with its “consensus 
democracy” (ie. an institutionalised SP veto) 
and bureaucratic restrictions on the rights of 
majorities (ie, the SWP), they would walk out 
altogether. 

But the SP is not a single, monolithic bloc. 
Like all organisations it contains different 
forces looking for different outcomes. For 
example, whereas in most parts of the coun¬ 
try SP comrades have boycotted the alliance, 
playing no role whatsoever within it, in a small 
number of places they have been enthusias¬ 
tic participants. And the most enthusiastic of 
all has been Dave Nellist, our national chair 
since the founding of the alliance, who as a 
result of his commitment has won the respect 
of every partisan of the project. 

Clearly there was room for some kind of 
compromise, if the SWP decided to take ad¬ 
vantage of these divisions and offer one - 
some concession that comrade Nellist could 
present to Peter Taaffe as a partial victory. Or 
was the SP walkout inevitable and would our 
chair be part of it? 

Comrade Nellist seemed to be preparing the 
ground right from his first speech. Opening 
the conference, he said that the situation de¬ 
manded a mass socialist alternative and, 
“whatever happens in this conference”, the 
conditions for building such a formation “are 
present and will not go away”. 

Conaade Nellist explained that the confer¬ 
ence agenda was very crowded and that de¬ 
bate would have to be severely limited if we 
were to complete it. So only two speakers - 
one for, one against - were allowed on the first 
major procedural motion from the executive: 
that the conference be regarded as an annual 
general meeting and that a new executive be 
elected. 

For John Rees of the SWP it was all very 
simple: let’s choose an executive and “get on 
with the business of opposing the war”. But 
the CPGB’s Marcus Larsen, opposing for the 
executive minority, replied that there was no 
need to rush into elections before we even 
knew what method would be adopted. He 
pointed out that one proposed method envis¬ 
aged the handing in of nominations four 
weeks before conference and, whatever con¬ 
stitution was adopted, there would clearly be 
no time for a proper consideration of the can¬ 
didates’ relative merits. 

When it came to the vote, it soon became 


clear that, although the SWP easily formed the 
biggest single bloc in the hall, it did not have 
an absolute majority. It needed the support of 
the International Socialist Group and some 
independents to see through the motion, 
which received 315 votes (256 comrades - in¬ 
cluding the SP, CPGB and the other groups, 
as well as most independents - voted against 
electing an executive at the end of the confer¬ 
ence). 

The next procedural motion was from Work¬ 
ers Power, who wanted an hour set aside for 
a debate on the imperialist war. In fairness 
Stuart King made some good points, correctly 
stating that the SA had no position on Af¬ 
ghanistan and a whole range of other things 
connected with the war. That is why we 
should have had a two-day conference. With 
the defeat of that proposal, however, it was 
essential to make use of every minute of con¬ 
ference time to deal with the essential busi¬ 
ness of establishing a working structure - 
without which the SA would be unable to 
implement agreed policy. The motion was 
overwhelmingly defeated on a show of 
hands. 

After a half-hour interruption for speeches 
against the war from comrade Nellist, Tariq Ali 
and our Italian comrade from Rifondazione 
Comunista, the main debate of the day began. 
There were six draft constitutions on offer and 
a good cross-section of SA opinion was heard 
during this important debate. 

Proposing the model put forward by the 
main SWP-led bloc, Nick Wrack declared - in 
response to comrade Nellist’s earlier com¬ 
ments - that this was the constitution to “raise 
the banner of an alternative fomi of socialism”. 
The SA, he said, had to move on from operat¬ 
ing “simply as an electoral alliance” - we 
needed to build a organisation that “inter¬ 
venes independently” in separate campaigns. 

hr order for the SA to become more effec¬ 
tive, he went on, it had to be “more central¬ 
ised in one sense”, but not overcentralised. 
And we also needed democracy and account¬ 
ability in an organisation in which “all can 
participate”. All in all, a good speech - but one 
that was vague enough to have suited the 
SWP’s purposes. 

Up to now the atmosphere had been calm - 
almost too calm. But when Hannah Sell started 
speaking the tension began to rise. She was 
blunt and to the point: up to now the SA had 
been a federation, but if it was centralised it 
would quite simply lead to the break-up of the 
alliance. Many groups and individuals would 
be ‘forced out”, including the Socialist Party, 
she said, as sections of the audience began 
to react audibly to this hyperbole. 

Comrade Sell was not “suggesting we’re 
putting ultimatums” - no, of course not - but 
“we will not countenance this federal alliance 
being centralised in the hands of one party. 
The SWP has the right to build the SWP, but 
not to wreck the Socialist Alliance,” she con¬ 
cluded to the groans of many delegates. 

But we had heard nothing yet when it came 
to SP hypocrisy. Both Roger Banister and 
Judy Beishon pointed to the recent demise of 
the SA in Ireland as a lesson we should leant: 
“We don’t want to see the Socialist Alliance 
go the same way as in Ireland,” said comrade 
Banister. Such touching concern for an entity 
the SP in Ireland refused to participate in at 
ah. 

The SP comrades bragged about the huge 
influence they exerted in the class - conaade 
Banister reminded us of the 70,000 votes he 
won in the election for Unison general secre¬ 
tary: a lot more than the whole of the alliance 
got in the general election. Did the SA really 
want to atm its back on an organisation with 


councillors and union general secretaries in 
its ranks? 

While of course the winning of such posi¬ 
tions represent real gains for our class, I could 
not help wondering why such an important 
and influential organisation as the SP could 
not muster more than a hundred or so sup¬ 
porters at the conference - around half the 
number the SWP mobilised (without trying too 
hard). 

Comrade Beishon did her best to answer 
the many speakers who condemned the SP 
for wanting to exercise a minority veto. This 
was perfectly democratic, she said, since all 
organisations would be able to wield it equally 
(although comrade Beishon conveniently ig¬ 
nored the fact that individual members would 
not even have this negative ‘right’ - their 
votes would always be essentially worthless). 
However, she went on, under the SWP pro¬ 
posals only one organisation would have a 
veto - the SWP itself, because as the domi¬ 
nant grouping whatever it said would go. Yes, 
conaade Beishon really is trying to persuade 
us that majority decision-making is undemo¬ 
cratic. 

But what was even more distressing was 
the foolishness that came from the mouth of 
comrade Nellist. According to him, if the SWP, 
for example, had used its majority to insist that 
September 11 should not be condemned, then 
without a veto we would somehow be pre¬ 
vented from expressing our outrage at the 
suicide attacks in the USA. In fact the oppo¬ 
site would be the case: under the SP propos¬ 
als any organisation, however small, would 
be able to prevent us collectively issuing a 
condemnation. 

How could such a respected leader as com¬ 
rade Nellist be reduced to uttering such inani¬ 
ties? I can only conclude that his words were 
just as unconvincing to himself as they were 
to us. Presumably he felt obliged out of some 
misguided sense of loyalty to Peter Taaffe to 
follow the ‘party’ line and to put the SP’s sec¬ 
tarian interests before those of the class. 

He had begun promisingly by correctly stat¬ 
ing that the choice between a “federal, genu¬ 
ine alliance” and a more centralised, party-type 
formation was a “legitimate argument” which 
depended on the stage you were at. But then 
he went on to make the assertion - without 
offering us anything to back it up - that at this 
stage only a federation was viable. 

He warned against “taking your car into the 
garage for an oil change" and finding your¬ 
self driving out a different model. Personally I 
would not mind exchanging the clapped out 
Socialist Alliance 2C V for a brand new, stream¬ 
lined BMW. However, comrade Nellist con¬ 
cluded: “If a new party is bom today, I will not 
be part of it” - after nine and a half years as 
chair of the Socialist Alliance and its forerun¬ 
ners. 

In reply comrade Rees declared that, far 
from wanting to dominate the SA, “The SWP 
has no interest in a Socialist Alliance that is 
anything other than hugely bigger and hugely 
more diverse than the SWP.” We should be¬ 
lieve him. The SWP wants a big, reformist, pool 
in which to swim in order to recmit masses of 
disillusioned ex-Labour Party members to the 
already existing revolutionary ‘party’ - the 
SWP. 

This scheme, of course, is just as sectarian 
as anything tire SP can concoct, but it does at 
least allow us the space to continue our strug¬ 
gle for what the working class really needs - a 
genuine democratic, centralised party. 

Speaker after speaker got up to urge the SP 
not to abandon the alliance - none of them 
swallowed its “consensus democracy”: nei¬ 
ther members of the groups nor the independ- 
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pyrrhic victory 


ents the SP claims to want to defend. Marcus 
Larsen, proposing the partyist CPGB consti¬ 
tution, declared that the situation where the 
left is divided into sects “has to end”. We must 
build a more centralised, yet more democratic 
organisation as “the next step towards what 
the working class needs - a party”. That task 
was being hindered by federalism and, far from 
retaining guaranteed positions for the groups, 
they must now be ended. 

John Bridge (CPGB) was scathing in his 
condemnation of the SP’s false concern for 
the rights of minorities - apparently workers 
would not join us unless they could be as¬ 
sured that, say, five percent of members would 
be able to stop the other 95% from acting. On 
the contrary, said comrade Bridge, “workers 
know die importance of effective organisation. 
They know the importance of democracy and, 
yes, centralism.” He reminded the conference 
of that most basic of trade union principles: 
unity is strength - ie, centralism is strength. 

Like the CPGB’s proposals, those of Work¬ 
ers Power also wanted to set out the aim of a 
working class party. However, the WP com¬ 
rades, along with the Revolutionary Demo¬ 
cratic Group, still believed that we should stick 
with federalism - albeit without the paralys¬ 
ing bureaucratic restrictions contained in the 
SP’s proposals. 

The Alliance for Workers’ Liberty, in its 
conciliationist rush to accommodate the SP, 
recommended a vote for the proposals of Pete 
McLaren, who unfortunately was unable to 
be present owing to illness. Comrade 
McLaren’s draft constitution would have 
basically locked us into the status quo. 

But nobody, least of all the independents, 
spoke up for the SP’s proposals - apart from 
SP speakers themselves of course. For exam¬ 
ple, James White of Barnsley SA thought he 
would support the SWP’s constitution - “al¬ 
though it needs amending”. He described the 
SP comrades as “very valuable” and appealed 
to them to “engage with whatever constitu¬ 
tion is passed - it can be amended next year”. 
If they did not, he hoped that the SP rank and 
file would reassert itself. 

Chris Williams of Leicester Radical Alliance 
also made it clear that he would not be follow¬ 
ing the SP out of the SA: why leave when it 


would mean having to “start from scratch on 
your own”? For him “give and take” was the 
key to making the alliance work. Liam 
McQuade of Tower Hamlets SA wanted to 
know: “When is an ultimatum not air ultima¬ 
tum? When the Socialist Party says it’s not.” 
He described the SP’s view of the future of 
the alliance if the SWP constitution was 
passed as “so deeply pessimistic I would seek 
therapy for it”. 

Dave Packer of the ISG asked the SP, instead 
of simply asserting that the SWP would take 
over the alliance, why not “stay in and see”? 
Comrade Packer thought “they’d be mad to 
try - we’d all leave”. This was a view echoed 
by many others, but the SP was determined 
not to be persuaded. 

Finally the speeches ended and the votes 
were taken. While the rest of us used the 25- 
minute break for a snatched sandwich, the 
stewards were counting the ballot papers. The 
results showed the SWP-ISG et at proposals 
to have won the support of slightly more than 
50%: SWP - 345; SP -122; McLaren - 97; CPGB 
- 42; WP - 27; RDG -21. The total of votes cast 
for the five unsuccessful constitutions was 
311 - an SWP majority over the rest of just 34 
votes. 

I would estimate that there were perhaps 240 
SWPers in the hall, the rest of its votes com¬ 
ing from the ISG and independents. But surely 
almost all of the SP’s 122 votes were cast by 
SP members. Many independents were 
clearly swayed by the AWL’s arguments to 
cast their votes for Pete McLaren’s status quo. 

At this point I was studying comrade Nel- 
list’s expression for any signs of what he 
would do. But he was giving nothing away, 
and he continued to chair in his usual even- 
handed manner. The SP comrades were still 
in the room - they would now try to amend all 
trace of majority decision-making out of our 
new constitution. 

Their first opportunity arose with a motion 
to limit representation on the NEC to 40% for 
any organisation. This was one of several 
attempts to prevent the domination of the al¬ 
liance by a single grouping (ie, the SWP), 
using bureaucratic means. True to form, the 
SP cast its votes for this proposal, but it was 
defeated by around three to two. Similarly a 
Workers Power motion calling for automatic 
representation on the executive for the six prin¬ 
cipal organisations also fell. 

Now we came to the next big bone of con¬ 
tention - the method of electing that execu¬ 
tive. Since the constitution we had just passed 
already specified what that method should be, 
it would remain in place unless one of the other 
six methods on offer were accepted. The 
SWP-ISG et at constitution stipulates the elec¬ 
tion of a slate of candidates. There is nothing 
wrong in principle with the proposing of slates 
in order to achieve the necessary political, 
geographic and gender balance - indeed it is 
actually desirable to do so rather than leave 
the outcome to chance. But the method put 
forward meant that members could vote only 
for a whole package - take it or leave it. 

The CPGB had proposed an improvement, 
whereby a slate, in the form of a recommended 
list, would be drawn up by a representative 
election preparation committee, whose remit 
would be that of ensuring such a balance. 
Other comrades could draw up rival lists if 
they wished. However, in our view it is essen¬ 
tial that the actual voting should be for indi¬ 
viduals, not the slate as a whole. 

Unfortunately this was rejected by the SWP 
bloc and went down, along with proposals for 
the use of the single transferable vote system 
and a more complicated version of the SWP- 
ISG method, proposed by the AWL, which 
provided also for proportional representation 
for self-declared caucuses. Thankfully the 
proposal that conference should not only elect 
the executive, but also the national officers, 
proposed by the Leeds Left Alliance, also fell. 

With the defeat of all alternative methods, 
the slate method would now apply for the 


Overhyped 

The following statement was 
issued by the Socialist Alliance 
on Monday December 3 

Huge success for conference 

The Socialist Alliance held a highly successful national confer¬ 
ence in London on Saturday December 1, with over 700 mem¬ 
bers of the alliance attending. The conference adopted a new 
constitution, giving members of the Socialist Alliance histori¬ 
cally unprecedented rights in relation to the determination of 
policy, the election of officers and the selection of candidates. 
The constitution also enshrined rights of freedom of expres¬ 
sion and dissent within the alliance and to write for, sell and 
distribute publications. 

Liz Davies, former Labour Party national executive commit¬ 
tee member, who was elected at the conference to the new So¬ 
cialist Alliance national executive, said: “I am delighted with the 
conduct of the conference with the new structure conference 
overwhelmingly voted to adopt. I am looking forward to work¬ 
ing on the new executive to continue the development of the 
Socialist Alliance as a democratic and effective organisation.” 

The Socialist Alliance regrets that the Socialist Party has 
decided for the time being to withdraw support from the alli¬ 
ance and we would welcome their return. The Socialist Party 
insisted on a veto over all decisions of the alliance and this was 
unacceptable to the overwhelming majority who went on to elect 
a new and broad-based national executive • 


What a 
contradiction - 
we take a step 
forward to put 
the Socialist 
Alliance on a 
more effective 
footing, but 
deny it a voice 
in the shape 
of a regular 
publication 


election of the executive, who would choose 
officers from their own number. This last point 
was an advance, since it would permit easy 
recallability should an officer suddenly be¬ 
come unable to fulfil their duties. 

It was the next debate that saw the SP make 
its final challenge. In fact it was a strange point 
to oppose, since the motion in question, pro¬ 
posed by the SWP’s Weyman Bennett, took 
the form of a recommendation that members 
vote for a balanced, inclusive slate. But the 
SP’s Clive Heemskerk condemned this as the 
“benign kingship or benevolent dictatorship 
of the majority”. Ludicrously he suggested 
that the SA was now offering “more rights to 
organisations outside the alliance” than loyal 
supporters like the poor, oppressed Socialist 
Party. 

Comrade Heemskerk’s reasoning was that 
the SA had approached the Socialist Labour 
Party and the Green Party (and in Hackney 
there had been talks with the Morning Star’s 
Communist Party of Britain) seeking electoral 
cooperation. Here we were seeing the SP in 
its true colours. It obviously considers itself 
far too important to be treated as an equal 
within the SA. It graciously concedes that it 
may negotiate with the Socialist Alliance in 
future, instead of simply presenting us with 
ultimatums (choose us or we stand anyway). 

Comrade Heemskerk declared that confer¬ 
ence had one last chance to block the SWP - 
a motion imposing a 30% ‘weighted vote’ limit 
to reduce SWP influence. Under the Leeds 
Left Alliance motion, in local alliances no more 
than 30% of any committee could belong to 
any one group, and no more than 30% of 
those voting at a decision-making meeting 
could be a member of the same group. A bu¬ 
reaucratic nightmare. 

But this motion was opposed by another 
member of the Leeds LA, Mike Fennell of the 
AWL. He pointed out that majorities do have 
rights. Removing them is not the way to pro¬ 
tect the rights of minorities. He accused the 
movers of wanting to wish a away a whole 
swathe of SWP members: “They exist; we 
have to accept them.” Like others before him 
comrade Fennell appealed to the SP - in vain 
- to “give it a chance”. 

With the defeat of this motion the SP walk¬ 
out was now certain. But in the meantime a 
couple of useful amendments had been 
passed. The unamended constitution envis¬ 
aged two, potentially rival, power centres - the 
NEC and the national council, where there 
would inevitably be an SWP majority. The 
AWL amendment makes the executive an¬ 
swerable only to annual conference, and only 
“accountable” to national council, whose 
powers to replace executive members and 
officers are removed. 

The SWP accepted this amendment in 
good grace and it was passed overwhelmingly. 
The establishment of an appeals committee 
was also, more narrowly, accepted - this was 
the only vote that the SWP lost. If it was ever 
in doubt the “formal right to dissent” was 
agreed in another amendment. Minorities 
could “publicly promote their views” - which 
made a mockery of comrade Nellist’s earlier 
suggestion that the SWP might be able to stop 
the rest of us condemning the attacks on the 
World Trade Center. The right to form plat¬ 
forms was also accepted, and subscription 
rates were agreed for 2002. 

All in all, the passing of a centralist consti¬ 
tution, and the removal from it of the worst 
bureaucratic shortfalls, represented an ad¬ 
vance for democracy and effectiveness. But 
the SP comrades did not see it that way. Alone, 
apart from a handful of independents, they 
voted against the new constitution, as 
amended. 

At this point Dave Nellist interrupted pro¬ 
ceedings: “I make this announcement with 
some regret,” he said, declaring that as far as 
the Socialist Party was concerned, the SA had 
relaunched itself as an SWP-dominated party. 
"On a personal level,” he continued, “I want 


the best out of this organisation.” As the SP 
comrades started to troop out, there were a 
few catcalls, but most of the remaining com¬ 
rades looked on in subdued disappointment. 

Then John Nicholson took the microphone 
to propose we show our appreciation for all 
the hard work of comrade Nellist. He left to 
loud applause and cheers - a committed and 
hard-working man, who deserves better than 
the sectarian isolation demanded of him by 
Taaffe and co in a grouping which will surely 
now face a renewed crisis. 

While the SP comrades were moving to¬ 
wards the door, an independent comrade, Ray 
Holmes of Derbyshire, strode to the micro¬ 
phone and shouted to the SPers: “You’ve sold 
me out. I agree with the SWP when I agree 
with tiie SWP.” He was not the only independ¬ 
ent member who resented being dubbed an 
SWP stooge. 

After a five-minute break, conference con¬ 
tinued with comrade Nicholson in the chair. 
We still had to vote in an executive and time 
was running short. Nominations for whole 
slates were called for and these were eventu¬ 
ally displayed at the back of the stage using 
an overhead projector. 

The SWP proposed a 21-person slate, in¬ 
cluding three SWPers and one comrade each 
from the AWL, CPGB, ISG and WP. The CPGB 
proposed a slightly larger executive with two 
comrades each from the remaining principal 
organisations (and Chris Jones from Liveipool 
and the RDG). The SWP slate was voted in. 
So the new executive consists of: Lesley 
Mahmood. Margaret Manning, John Nichol¬ 
son, Declan O'Neil, Celia Foote, Nick Wrack, 
Dave Church, Tess McMahon, Tony Reid, Liz 
Davies, Steve Godward, Will McMahon, 
John Fisher, Dave Packer, Mark Hoskisson, 
John Rees, Rob Hoveman, Weyman Bennett, 
Martin Thomas, Marcus Larsen and Mandy 
Baker. 

Subsequently a five-strong appeals com¬ 
mittee was elected, which included two 
SWPers: Candy Udwin and Rachel Cohen. 
The other members are James White, Mike 
Marqusee and Greg Tucker. 

The final motion discussed concerned a 
proposal from the CPGB, ISG and AWL for 
an S A paper. Amazingly this was opposed by 
Mark Hoskisson of Workers Power, who ar¬ 
gued that it would result in one of two things: 
either it would only “be able to articulate low- 
est-common-denominator politics” or it would 
be full of contesting views, which would ob¬ 
viously confuse its readers - a “tower of 
Babel”, he suggested. 

This motion won the support of most of the 
independents, but it was defeated by SWP- 
WP opposition. What a contradiction - we 
take a step forward to put the Socialist Alli¬ 
ance on a more effective footing, but deny it 
a voice in the shape of a regular publication. 

Comrade Nicholson now proposed that 
conference should be drawn to a close, even 
though there were still four motions on the 
agenda and around half an hour still available 
(actually the hall was booked till 6.30). But 
comrades were by now in no mood to argue - 
there was an air of resignation following the 
unfortunate departure of the SP. 

Comrades Nick Wrack and Liz Davies did 
their best to lift the atmosphere in their clos¬ 
ing speeches. They both expressed disap¬ 
pointment at the loss of the Socialist Party, but 
urged us to build the alliance. Comrade Davies 
described our new constitution as “not ideal”, 
but thought we could "suck it and see”. She 
said the Socialist Alliance was now “more 
democratic and inclusive than any other left 
organisation I know of’. 

Despite the setback, we must now make 
sure the alliance continues to advance. In order 
for the SA to remain in the forefront of our 
work, and not be reduced to an SWP electoral 
‘united front’, we desperately need a news¬ 
paper. Since the SWP is unwilling to provide 
the leadership in this respect, SA partisans 
must make it a reality themselves • 
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Non-aligned 
members unite 

D erided by the Socialist Party as “so-called” independents 
and mere dupes of the Socialist Workers Party. Dismissed 
in the pages of Socialist Worker as “the national association of 
non-aligned socialists”. Yet deemed sufficiently important to 
the future of the Socialist Alliance project to be worthy of heavy 
overrepresentation on the executive. 

Such is the fate of alliance activists who are not members of 
any of the affiliated organisations, and who probably make up 
somewhere between 10% and 20% of the alliance’s still limited 
forces. Numerically, there are probably more indies in the alli¬ 
ance than members of any group save the SWP. That said, we 
come in more than one flavour. 

Broadly speaking, there is both a layer of former Labour lefts, 
and a slightly larger layer of revolutionary socialists who are 
former members of far left groups, regarded in some quarters as 
the alliance’s awkward squad. So far, most members of both 
groups have lacked any real mechanisms for making their col¬ 
lective concerns felt. Now the ‘indies’ are beginning to organ¬ 
ise, so that could be about to change. 

The form this organisation takes will obviously be shaped 
by our independence. By definition, we cannot become a tight 
bloc or a political tendency in the classic sense of the word. 
There are indies both for and against federalism, for and against 
an alliance paper, and for and against the goal of a party, to name 
but three current issues. What people are starting to cohere 
around instead is a shared interest in democracy and individual 
members’ rights, and in ensuring that we do not get squeezed 
out by the sheer weight of the organisations. 

The role of independents in the alliance featured in pre-con¬ 
ference discussions on the Socialist Alliance press list. After 
the initiative was taken to organise a fringe meeting at the con¬ 
ference, Exeter’s Dave Parks set up the ‘IndieSA’ egroup - http:/ 
/groups.yahoo.com/group/IndieSA - specifically to address the 
concerns of independents. 

IndieSA is not restricted to non-aligned members and is open 
to contributions from others, provided they are constructive 
and do not seek to dominate the list. 

The fringe meeting we called at conference proved a hurried, 
25-minute, lunchtime huddle at the top of the hall after a mix-up 
over timing. Attendance, at around 70, was higher than the or¬ 
ganisers expected. Even discounting curious observers from 
the groups, the turnout still represented around 10% of del¬ 
egates. This was the first opportunity many comrades from 
around the country had to meet one another and swap email 
addresses, and would have been worthwhile purely at that level. 
In the event, it served many other purposes. 

After a short lead-off by Mike Marqusee, the discussion 
opened up to the floor. We soon learnt of the existence of an¬ 
other egroup, http://groups.yahoo.com/group/socialist-alli- 
ance-open-left, formed by northern comrades around Chris 
Croome in Sheffield along similar lines to IndieSA. By the time 
this is in print, the two will probably have merged. 

There was clearly a consensus for a full day’s discussion ses¬ 
sion. After an Olympic-style bidding process in which various 
cities competed for the honour of hosting this prestigious event, 
it was decided to opt for Birmingham. Steve Godward, the So¬ 
cialist Alliance general election candidate for Birmingham 
Erdington, agreed to take on the basic organisational tasks, and 
the forum is likely to take place on a Saturday in late January. 

The one item agreed for discussion is the launch of a discus¬ 
sion bulletin for indies, an idea which has already seen differing 
opinions already expressed on IndieSA. Other than that, the 
agenda for the day will presumably be formulated over the united 
elist. But if the enthusiasm at the meeting next month is any¬ 
thing like that evident last Saturday, something worthwhile is 
pretty certain to emerge • 

David Osier 


Join the Socialist Alliance 

I enclose a cheque or postal order for £6 (£3 unwaged) 
Name_ 


Address 


Town/city. 
Postcode_ 
Email_ 


Pro-parly and 
pro-paper 


Phone 


Socialist Alliance, Whickham House, 10 Cleveland Way, London El 
4TR. Cheques and POs payable to Socialist Alliance 
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O ver 50 people attended the ‘For a 
democratic and effective SA’ fringe 
meeting on Saturday December 1, 
which was held straight after the SA’s struc¬ 
ture conference. The main speakers were Dave 
Church, Martin Thomas and Jack Conrad. It 
was encouraging that a good number of non- 
aligned comrades came along. 

There was general disappointment ex¬ 
pressed at the behaviour of the Socialist Party 
comrades - who walked out of Logan Hall in 
protest at what they saw as the fomiation of a 
new, centralist, ‘SWP party’. For some, the 
SP’s withdrawal represented a devastating 
blow to the SA project - less so for others. 
However, some comrades - most notably, 
Dave Church - said they could quite easily 
understand what drove the SP to take such a 
course. In the words of comrade Church, who 
wants to be part of “an SWP recruitment 
drive?” 

Martin Thomas particularly regretted the 
Socialist Party’s formal withdrawal from the 
SA (it had been on the cards for quite some 
time of course). The comrade urged the SP to 
reconsider, expressing the view that the Alli¬ 
ance for Workers’ Liberty is still quite happy 
for the SP - even now that it is on the ‘out¬ 
side’ - to be coopted onto the new SA execu¬ 
tive. After all, the AWL comrades urged the 
conference to support the Pete McLaren ‘fed¬ 
eralist’ stem - which if it had been passed 
would have kept the SP ‘inside’. 

Comrades Thomas commented on how the 
SWP voted down virtually all the resolutions/ 
amendments which were for "pluralism” and 
“inclusivity”. Wonying. Centralism - yes; top- 
down autocracy - no. The comrade was also 
particularly dismayed by the speech given by 
Mark Hoskisson of Workers Power on the 
resolution/amendment calling for an SA 
publication which contains different and con¬ 
tending viewpoints. Comrade Hoskisson had 
denounced the call - which to him would be 
akin to a “tower of Babel”. As comrade Tina 
Becker of the CPGB retorted, “How can he call 
himself a Leninist?” Indeed, comrade Hosk- 
isson’s December 1 remark is on a par with his 
other brilliant observation - at the October 16 
Stop the War conference in London - that 
there was a “contradiction” between the 
CPGB/AWL call for secularism and defence 
of the right to religious worship. 

Comrade Thomas also made fun of Lindsey 
German's Hoskissonite comment that the SA 
“needs a paper like it needs a hole in the head”. 
Yes, quite right - just as we all need a hole (ie, 
mouth) to eat, so the SA needs a hole to put 
politics into. 

For comrade Thomas the fate of the SA de¬ 
pends on how our “significant minority” con¬ 
ducts itself ill the future. Remember - a lot of 
the votes at the 
structure conference 
were won by quite a 
narrow margin. The 
SWP were not the 
absolute winners. 
Therefore, it was to 
be regretted that “we 
did not operate very 
well” on December 1. 

As for the SWP, 
continued comrade 
Thomas, it was 
forced to take the SA 
seriously because it 
knew it had to - finally 
- take electoral poli¬ 
tics seriously. The 
comrades knew that 
they could not stand 
under their own and 
risk getting less votes 
than the SP and SLP 
- think of the demor¬ 





alisation that would follow. So what to do? 
“Get into the Socialist Alliance and hegem- 
onise it”, as comrade Thomas put it. Naturally, 
the SWP does not need “stroppy people like 
us in the SA” - that interferes with its sect 
building. However, it is stuck with us. 

Dave Church was “disappointed”, if not 
“depressed” by the proceedings of Decem¬ 
ber 1. Yes, “I can identify with the SP”, said 
the comrade, who never had any intention of 
joining the SWP - least of all through a “front” 
organisation. We all knew what was going to 
happen - the SP had said in advance they 
would split if the SWP gets it way on the con¬ 
stitution. Comrade Church did not like how 
“the majority derided the SP” and “tubbed its 
nose in the dirt”. This is actually only half the 
stoiy - on his way out Dave Nellist won a 
round of applause from many non-SPers, in¬ 
cluding the CPGB delegation. 

Thanks to the SWP and December 1. con¬ 
tinued the comrade, "we are going to be split, 
divided”, and, yes, “victory is miles away”. 
Comrade Church expressed the opinion that 
he was “not going to put much effort into 
building an SWP front" - in all honesty, “it is 
hard to see myself as part of it”. 

Quite correctly, comrade Church derided 
the idea that the SA has to “pretend” to 
“agree” on everything. The bourgeoisie and 
its media does not go through this pretence - 
they are not afraid to express disagreements, 
sometimes quite violent ones. Why should 
we on the left be any different? 

A view fully in accord with those of com¬ 
rade Jack Conrad of the CPGB. He noted that 
a third or more comrades had voted for a pa¬ 
per - ie, had “voted for an effective organisa¬ 
tion”, while “the SWP had voted for an 
ineffective organisation”. Contrary to what 
some comrades seem to feel, the SWP will not 
be telling us what to do. The comrade thought 
that the Socialist Alliance was not an easy 
recruitment ground for the SWP. Remember, 
most independents in the SA had "already 
been through the sects and do not want to 
do it all over again”. In that sense, this people 
are “hards” - not easy SWP fodder. The SWP 
now knows this. 

hi making the call for an unofficial SA pa¬ 
per - comrade Conrad stressed this was not 
for any narrow factional or sectarian reasons. 
“We want to be a minority”, said the comrade, 
adding: “We positively welcome other 
voices”. We will throw the Weekly Worker into 
that struggle, he continued. With our allies in 
the SA, said comrade Conrad, “we can make 
a better weekly than the Weekly Worked’. The 
comrade emphasised the point that this new 
paper should “not exist to do down the SWP” 
- its only function would be to coordinate and 
improve our ideas and actions ... and by that 
way actually build the SA. 


Comrade Dave Osier was very ‘pro-paper’. 
However, according to the comrade, we have 
to face reality. The SWP is “calling the shots” 

- therefore we are not guaranteed a paper. Far 
from it. To get one requires "coordination and 
collaboration” on the left - which does not 
have a particularly good track record on this 
front. 

Conectly, comrade Osier stated the new un¬ 
official paper had to be a good paper - it is “all 
or nothing, no messing”. Crucially, it must not 
become or be seen as “just a successor to the 
Weekly Worker and Action for Solidarity” - if 
so, that would be a "terrible handicap from the 
start”. However, the idea on a good, inclusive 
SA paper is an exciting prospect. 

There were other views. Comrade Will 
McMahon of Hackney SA reminded us that 
the SP had being preparing to leave for at least 
a year. But, despite that, the SA “can unite 
diverse groupings and individuals”. 

Other comrades were far from up-beat. 
Steve Freeman of the Revolutionary Demo¬ 
cratic Group thought the conference has been 
“a big setback” - measured against RDG ob¬ 
jectives, “it failed” - ie, the aim of a party, the 
aim of a paper and, perhaps most importantly 
of all. the aim of “a democratic federalist con¬ 
stitution”. There was now the danger that the 
SA could “lose momentum”. 

Terry Liddle was of the view that “when 
push comes to shove” the SWP will get its own 
way. For the comrade, the SWP regarded the 
SA as essentially ait “on-off-on” electoral front. 
The comrade was also wonied that the Green 
Socialist Network - who recently joined the SA 

- would now pull out saying, ‘Told you so’. 
Comrade Liddle supported the idea of a paper 

- but stressed that the SWP had voted against 
it. Therefore, thought comrade Liddle, if you 
publish a paper - out you go! Comrade Toby 
Abse also found the conference “a depress¬ 
ing experience" - his model has always been 
Communist Refoundation in Italy. With the SP 
walkout, said comrade Abse, we now face - like 
in Lewisham - the prospect of left candidates 
standing against each other. Disaster. 

At the end of the fringe meeting, comrade 
Jack Conrad usefully warned us against “SWP 
phobia”. There is no need to “fear” the SWP. 
The best way to counter the SWP’s influence 
was to build and recruit people to the SA - 
the base line being our People before profit 
manifesto, for all its faults. As for the SWP - it 
“needs a cultural revolution”, to shed its fear 
of debate, discussion and dissension. 

The era of the sects is over. Not only are 
disagreements “natural”: it is actually human 
to disagree. Automatons are no good for the 
working class and our project of universal 
human liberation - for this task we require self¬ 
activating. thinking, conscious cadre • 

Danny Hammill 
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Irish S A closed down 


At a meeting of its 
steering committee 
on November 23 the 
Socialist Alliance in 
Ireland agreed to 
dissolve itself. It had 
been boycotted from 
the start by the 
Socialist Party and 
dogged by the 
inconsistent and 
ambivalent attitude 
of its largest 
component, the 
Socialist Workers 
Party. We reproduce 
a statement from the 
Interim Committee 
for Socialist Unity, 
drafted before the 
meeting of the S A 
steering committee 
for the information 
of next week’s 
European Anti- 
Capitalist Left 
conference in 
Bmssels 


The fight for left unity in Ireland 


T he Interim Committee for Socialist Unity 
(ICSU) was initiated in the autumn of2000 
by three socialists currently not aligned to any 
left grouping in Ireland. The committee’s ob¬ 
ject was to help bring about political and or¬ 
ganisational unity among the various 
components of the Irish left. Inspired by suc¬ 
cessful left alliances in Europe and by the rise 
of the movement against capitalist globalisa¬ 
tion, it intended to see a Socialist Alliance op¬ 
erating in Ireland. 

The ICSU’s first initiative was a conference 
on the theme ‘Left unity - can it happen in Ire¬ 
land?’ in Dublin on November 25 2000. Speak¬ 
ers from the Scottish Socialist Party, the 
London Socialist Alliance and the Lourth In¬ 
ternational discussed the international expe¬ 
rience. The possibilities of left unity in Ireland 
were discussed by platform speakers from the 
Socialist Workers Party (affiliated to the Inter¬ 
national Socialist tendency) and the Socialist 
Party (affiliated to the Committee for a Work¬ 
ers’ International). Except for anarchists and 
some tiny groups, the organised far left in Ire¬ 
land is composed of just these two organisa¬ 
tions, which are comparable in size and 
influence. The regional secretary of the Trans¬ 
port and General Workers Union also spoke 
from the platform. Representatives of other left 
groups and many independent socialist ac¬ 
tivists contributed to the discussion. 

A clear difference of opinion between the 
two largest organisations emerged. The SWP 
declared that they were in favour of a Social¬ 
ist Alliance being established immediately. 
The SP stated that, for the time being and with 
the political forces then involved, they did not 
intend to join a Socialist Alliance - although 
they would advise support for its candidates 
in certain circumstances. 

The refusal of the SP was a real setback, but 
the ICSU eventually decided to press ahead 
with the project as an alliance of the SWP, 
independents and two very small groups, in¬ 
cluding the Irish section of the Lourth Inter¬ 
national. At a meeting in Lebmary 2001 it was 
resolved to establish a Socialist Alliance that 
would stand candidates in the next general 
election. A steering committee representing 
the various tendencies was elected, which 
provisionally drafted a programme for the al¬ 
liance. 

Though the founding conferences were 
well attended, the first full meeting of the alli¬ 
ance took place in April with an extremely small 
attendance. The draft programme and struc¬ 
ture was before this meeting for discussion. 
The SWP reported that they had set up a sepa¬ 
rate alliance in the north of Ireland, which had 
its own programme. Concern was expressed 
that this was done without the involvement 
or knowledge of the national steering commit¬ 
tee. The SWP argued, for the first time, that 
the alliance had no jurisdiction in Northern 
Ireland. (However, the two other groups in the 
Socialist Alliance, who were almost entirely 
Northern based, were never brought into the 
foundation of the new northern alliance.) The 
SWP then proposed (for the first time - the 
draft programme before the meeting was 
largely an SWP product) that the programme 
be only a discussion document, from which 
local alliances could adopt their own. Concern 
was expressed that this was a constitutional 
change in the alliance which would break it 
up as a national organisation. 

Despite the disquiet this caused, the argu¬ 
ment was not pressed. The members were 
more concerned with fighting against the Nice 
Treaty in the referendum of June 7. The alli¬ 
ance planned a socialist campaign against the 
treaty, focusing on the neo-liberal agenda of 
the EU and the threat of the Irish state being 
dragged into the EU’s military plans. 

Although the SP remained outside the alli¬ 
ance, the ICSU tried to ensure a united left 
campaign against Nice. An all-left press con¬ 


ference was organised. The alliance suc¬ 
ceeded in getting an SP speaker at the main 
alliance rally, and an alliance speaker at the 
main SP rally. An SP member was asked to 
speak at an alliance activists’ meeting on the 
implications of the treaty. She did speak, but 
only after the SWP demanded an emergency 
meeting of the steering committee to oppose The Socialist 
this. In contrast, most alliance activities organ- Party refused 
ised by SWP members were, to all intents and , . . 

purposes, indistinguishable from SWP activi- ™ JOII1 Trie 
ties. alliance from 

The rejection of the Nice Treaty was largely the word go. 

due to a radical mood within the Irish working j|| j s rejection 

class, opposing the Europe of the rich and es- * 

pecially its military ambitions. Many of the can only be 
opposition forces clearly gained strength put down to 
through the Nice campaign: the Greens, Sinn gjps 

Fein, peace and third world activists. But tins 
radical mood passed the Socialist Alliance by, refusal to ally 
as it emerged from the campaign with no more with the SWP 

members or supporters than it began with. 

After the referendum the SWP organised a 
public forum on the results as an SWP, rather 
than an alliance, event. The SWP then dropped 
any reference in their publications to the So¬ 
cialist Alliance. Since the referendum the alli¬ 
ance has been entirely inactive. 

It seems clear now that the current attempt 
to unite Ireland’s left has failed. In the opinion 
of the ICSU there are, among others, primarily 
two reasons: 

• The Socialist Party refused to join the alli¬ 
ance from the word go. This rejection can only 
be put down to the SP’s refusal to ally with 
the SWP. The SP had recently but unsuccess¬ 
fully attempted to form an alliance in Ireland 
with others outside the Marxist left, and have 


generally cooperated with others on the left 
on limited issues. Their position on the So¬ 
cialist Alliance would seem not to correspond 
to recent affirmations by the CWI internation¬ 
ally that they are prepared to cooperate with 
other forces on the left. 

• The Socialist Workers Party agreed to join 
the alliance, but failed to act as members of an 
alliance. They behaved as if the alliance and 
its activities could be tun in the same way as 
their own organisation. They fought against 
attempts to draw the SP into cooperating with 
the alliance. This resulted in a situation where 
the alliance was seen - rightly - as no more 
than ‘the SWP plus a handful of others’, and 
therefore many good socialists refused to get 
involved. This would seem to contradict the 
commitment of the IS tendency to the alliance 
model in Scotland, England, Australia and 
elsewhere. 

During its very short life the alliance also 
failed to actively involve enough independ¬ 
ent socialists, though there were, and are, 
clear signs that, given a real, open and active 
alliance, individuals and groupings would be 
attracted. 

While this current attempt has failed, the 
need and desire for unity on the Irish left has 
not gone away. Even SP and SWP members 
have privately expressed dissatisfaction with 
thek leaders’ approach. The ICSU intends to 
continue its efforts to bring about socialist 
unity. But there can be no denying that a sea 
change is necessary on the left in Ireland if it 
is to break out of its narrow patterns of 
thought and activity • 

John Meehan, Des Derwin, 
James Monaghan 


Into the light 


A nachtiger tag (dark day) is how veteran Green 
Socialist Network and London Socialist Alliance 
member Hyman Frankel described the Socialist Alli¬ 
ance conference. The only GSN member I know of 
who voted for the SWP constitution was Mike Mar- 
qusee. Others voted for the Revolutionary Demo¬ 
cratic Group’s ‘republican socialist party’ proposi¬ 
tion; or for Pete McLaren’s, which would have 
maintained the status quo. 

None of the GSN members I spoke to were happy 
with the proceedings - some left after the SWP con¬ 
stitution had been adopted. Nor were many inde¬ 
pendents. A leaflet produced by Roger Silverman (a 
former full-timer for Militant ) and others, including 
ex-SWP members, asked: “Are you getting really 
pissed off with being manipulated ... ?” From GSN 
members and many others the answer was a resound¬ 
ing ‘yes’. 

An amendment from GSN secretary Pete Brown 
would have altered section B6 of the constitution to 
allow affiliates with numbers in excess of a figure set 
by national conference to send a representative to 
national executive meetings. This was defeated. Also 
defeated was a GSN motion stating that the sover¬ 
eign body of the Socialist Alliance is the conference. 

The GSN, together with Leeds Left Alliance, stated 
that, while the SWP declares it does not wish to domi¬ 
nate the SA, the constitution it proposed will entrench 
that domination. The GSN also complained that the 
SWP constitution does not provide for affiliation from 
groups which do not call themselves Socialist Alli¬ 
ances. Having after considerable debate resolved to 
affiliate to the SA, the GSN now finds itself in an odd 
position. 

While it is not official GSN policy, a number of GSN 
members, including Pete Brown, Nick Long, Toby 
Abse and Hyman Frankel, put forward a motion that 
the SA include among its aims that of setting up a 


new party. This was not taken. 

Some comrades may wonder why GSN members 
put up a small slate, which obviously had no chance 
of winning. They did so in order to make the point 
that unless you knew that the SWP constitution was 
going to win and had pre-organised a slate it was im¬ 
possible to put together a slate in the time available. 
For many GSN members who have suffered the un¬ 
democratic practices of the old CPGB or have been 
through the mill of the sects the word ‘slate’ conjures 
unpleasant memories of recommended lists, the means 
by which bureaucratic cliques peipetuated their iron 
rule. At present the SA is less democratic than the 
Labour Party and many trade unions. At least there 
members and branches can make nominations, ques¬ 
tion candidates at hustings and read their CVs and 
election addresses. 

Many GSN members now fear that local Socialist 
Alliances dominated by the SWP will be turned off in 
favour of the Stop the War Coalition, Globalise Resist¬ 
ance or some other SWP front and will only be turned 
on again for the local elections in May. There is also 
the fear that the SWP will attempt to stifle democratic 
debate and political discussion in local SAs. 

The Socialist Alliance is on the agenda for the GSN 
committee meeting on December 8. Some will say that 
their fears about Trotskyite sectarian domination have 
been realised and that it is time to go. The walkout by 
the Socialist Party and its following press statement 
has done nothing to allay such fears. Others will ar¬ 
gue that, while the first round has been lost, of neces¬ 
sity the struggle must go on and we should work with 
others in the coalition of minority groups. 

In all these debates we must always ask not what is 
good for our sect or faction but what is good for our 
class and act accordingly. After the dark there always 
comes the light! • 

Terry Liddle 
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WAR AGAINST TERROR’ 


CPGB school 

Opposing reaction and war 


H ow should Marxists relate to 
muslims and how should we re¬ 
gard islamic states? Should so¬ 
cialists support fundamentalist move¬ 
ments which claim to be struggling 
against imperialism? What is war and do 
we always oppose it? These basic ques¬ 
tions have been raised again and again 
by the September 11 attacks on the US 
and the revenge operation against Af¬ 
ghanistan. On December 2 the CPGB held 
a day school to discuss these questions 
in depth. 

The morning session, ‘The Socialist 
Alliance and the anti-war movement’, 
was opened by the CPGB’s Marcus Lar¬ 
sen, who discussed three issues: imperi¬ 
alism and its aims in the war; the politics 
of Afghanistan; and the anti-war move¬ 
ment in Britain. 

He began his analysis of the war aims 
of imperialism by outlining the historical 
context of the September 11 terror attacks 
and the larger-scale carnage it Uiggered. 
We are living in a unipolar world in which 
the US needs to continually reassert the 
dominance of its social and economic 
system and its own hegemony. The or¬ 
ganised working class has temporarily 
collapsed as an alternative, as has secular 
nationalism in the Middle East; whether 
disappearing or, as in the case of Gadafi, 
becoming more religious due to pressure 
from below. There is a political vacuum and 
in muslim countries fundamentalists have 
attempted to fill it. 

The immediate US response to the 
atrocity was confused. There was a 
popular demand for revenge, which the 
US government exploited to launch its 
‘war against terrorism’, under which not 
just bin Laden and the Taliban, but airy 
‘rogue state’ will be targeted. As the 
Taliban crumbled, imperialism was clearly 
divided over its attitude towards Af¬ 
ghanistan, as shown by the confusion 
about whether the British troops that had 
been prepared to enter the country 
should do so. Blair wants to deal with the 
‘causes of terrorism’ by addressing so¬ 
cial grievances and attempting to impose 
settlements from the top. including in 
Afghanistan. But US foreign policy un¬ 
der Bush and the Republicans has been 
isolationist, which manifests itself in call 
for the US to ‘get bin Laden and then get 
out’. This policy could well be extended 
to, for example, Iraq and Somalia. 

Turning to the politics of Afghani¬ 
stan. comrade Larsen sketched the re¬ 
cent history of the country, and stressed 
the importance of combating the myth 
that it has always been dominated by 
political backwardness. In the 1970s it 
was a modernising society. The 1978 
revolution, which, he said, took the ini¬ 
tial/or;?! of a coup, received support in 
the urban centres, but not in the coun¬ 
tryside, leading to civil war. The Soviet 
invasion in December 1979 rescued the 
PDPA government, but in a counter- 


What kind of anti-imperialism? 

revolutionary way - it condemned the 
revolution to defeat in the long term and 
98 PDPA leaders from the party’s revo¬ 
lutionary wing were executed. 

Imperialism funded and trained the 
counterrevolutionary mujahedin in order 
to turn Afghanistan into the Soviet Un¬ 
ion’s Vietnam. Once they succeeded, im¬ 
perialism lost all interest in the country 
and Afghanistan became embroiled in a 
bitter and bloody war between rival war¬ 
lord groups. The Taliban were greeted as 
a stabilising force and were not opposed 
by the west. 

Turning to the anti-war movement, 
comrade Larsen noted the leadership of 
the revolutionary left - an excellent thing. 
After the October 13 demonstration the 
initiative passed from CND to the Social¬ 
ist Workers Party, who took the initiative 
to set up the Stop the War Coalition - 
supposedly a broad alliance, “although 
not broad enough to include the CPGB 
and the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty’’. 

The formal leadership of revolutionar¬ 
ies is one thing, but it is not enough. The 
inadequacies of the Stop the War Coali¬ 
tion are even more obvious now that the 
US and the UK claim to be near to solv¬ 
ing the Afghanistan problem; in contrast 
the anti-war movement has never had 
programmatic answers. That is why the 
Socialist Alliance should be our prime fo¬ 
cus - not only within the anti-war move¬ 
ment, but in attempting to change the 
whole culture of the British left, said com¬ 
rade Larsen. 

The SWP always keeps its front or¬ 
ganisations separate, and is currently 
sidelining the SA and concentrating on 
the anti-war movement. The SWP also 
tails spontaneity and pacifism. Our re¬ 
sponsibility is to bring politics into the 
anti-war movement, which can best be 
done by building up the Socialist Alli¬ 
ance into a mass revolutionary party. 

Comrade Mike Marqusee expounded 
what he called a socialist critique of war. 
He said such a critique is different from 
pacifism: it is an ethical and humanist 
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response that says war can only rarely 
be justified because it invariably involves 
suffering and tragedy, for working peo¬ 
ple most of all. The ending of war and 
violence has always been an aim of so¬ 
cialists: Marx continued and developed 
the anti-war tradition. 

Speaking from personal experience of 
the situation in the United States, com¬ 
rade Marqusee described the spread of 
militarism there. Support for the war is 
almost total, including among sections 
of what passes for the US left. The lib¬ 
eral elite has disappeared from sight, and 
the US labour movement, which had 
been undergoing a modest revival, has 
withdrawn from any participation in anti¬ 
capitalist and environmentalist activity 
and offers support to the government. 

Comrade Marqusee stated that the 
Socialist Alliance has not been inactive 
in the anti-war campaign, and defended 
the minimalism of the anti-war coalition. 
He said the most important thing is to 
stop the war, and this requires a broad 
alliance with non-socialists as well as 
socialists of all types. But he disagreed 
with the SWP’s characterisation of is¬ 
lamic fundamentalism as progressive or 
anti-imperialistic, and insisted on the im¬ 
portance of distinguishing clearly be¬ 
tween fundamentalists of any religion 
and the sort of religious people we 
should have solidarity with, such as 
muslims who may be scapegoated today 
in Britain. 

The November 18 march was stew- 
arded by young muslims intent on 
showing there are ways of being islamic 
that are not fundamentalist: they de¬ 
cided on a policy of asking anyone ex¬ 
pressing anti-semitic or pro-Taliban 
views not to do so. Comrade Marqusee 
was pleased by the incorporation of 
such muslims into the anti-war move¬ 
ment, including by having the fast- 
breaking ceremony and islamic prayers 
during the Trafalgar Square rally. He said 
these religious believers share our view 
that human life cannot be measured in 
temis of money - an idea abandoned by 
bourgeois liberals. 

During the discussion following the 
two openings, Martin Thomas of the 
AWL referred to three historical stages 
of imperialism. Firstly the epoch of clas¬ 
sical colonial imperialism analysed by 
Lenin and other Marxist writers. Then the 
period from the World War II until the 
collapse of the USSR, when two rival 
superpowers competed for world domi¬ 
nation. During this period the USA sup¬ 
ported the break-up of the old colonial 
empires but tried to prevent the devel¬ 
opment of national liberation move¬ 
ments that would become aligned with 
the Soviet bloc. Thirdly, the modem pe¬ 
riod, described as the imperialism of free 
trade. He said opposing imperialism is no 



longer so straightforward - in the colo¬ 
nial era anti-imperialist struggle had been 
a simple question: unite to force the im¬ 
perialists out of their colonies. 

The school was attended by two sup¬ 
porters of the Economic and Philo¬ 
sophic Review - former followers of Gerry 
Healy and for a while supporters of 
Arthur ScargiU’s ‘proletarian’ regime in 
the Socialist Labour Party. They treated 
us to fulsome praise of the September 11 
attacks: anyone condemning them is 
automatically “siding with imperialism”, 
it seems. 

As comrade Larsen pointed out in his 
reply, this position is not only immoral: 
it is also irrational. The suicide hijack¬ 
ers supported a reactionary, anti-work¬ 
ing class programme, and were in no 
way part of some undifferentiated ‘anti¬ 
imperialism’ . He did not share the com¬ 
plete opposition to war expressed by 
comrade Mike Marqusee: class society 
is riddled with war, he said, and we are 
in favour of class war and would defend 
necessary violence in that context. 

In his reply to the debate comrade 
Marqusee defended the position he 
shares with the SWP, that the aims of 
the anti-war coalition should be limited 
to stopping the war, with no add-ons. 
He said it is necessary to distinguish 
between our aims as socialists and the 
formal aims of the movement. To 
achieve our ends, the worst thing to do 
is attempt to impose them on the broad 
movement: to do so risks isolating the 
left vanguard from the broader masses. 
He also disagreed with comrade Larsen 
on the question of violence, saying he 
would not be prepared to use any means 
in the class struggle. Means do impact 
on ends, concluded the comrade. 

In the afternoon session comrade 
Mehdi Kia of the Organisation of Revo¬ 
lutionary Workers of Iran opened the 
debate on islamic fundamentalism, focus¬ 
ing on Iran. He said that in deciding 
whether we can work with islamic groups, 
we have to have the same checklist ap¬ 
proach as with other potential allies: it is 
people’s relationship with humanity 
rather than with god that determines our 
attitude. However, in the cases of islamic 
fundamentalists taking state power, the 
result is always anti-democratic and anti¬ 
class struggle, he said. 

The comrade went on to analyse the 
roots of the phenomenon. Fundamental¬ 
ism springs from a combination of eco¬ 
nomic crisis at the periphery of global 
capitalism and a crisis of economic he¬ 
gemony inside the country. It results from 
an ideological vacuum caused by the 
defeat of secular nationalist movements 
and the discrediting of bureaucratic so¬ 
cialist concepts of non-capitalist roads 
of development. It mobilises not the 
working class, but the sections excluded 
by the capitalist system: shanty town 
dwellers, pre-capitalist middle layers 
squeezed out by capitalism, and intellec¬ 
tuals such as clergy marginalised by the 
advance of secularism. The comrade 
described how states taken over by is¬ 
lamic fundamentalism are inherently un¬ 
stable, undemocratic and expansionist, 
and undermine the democratic and cul¬ 
tural potential of society. 

Comrade Kia made the point that there 
exists in Iran the beginnings of a mass 
movement fighting for the secularisation 
of the islamic state. However, sections of 
this movement actually support the 
bombing of Afghanistan - linking the 
slogan ‘Down with America’ with the 


hated islamic regime and reasoning that 
if the US is opposing islamic fundamen¬ 
talism it should be supported. This ex¬ 
poses the folly of left support for the 
Taliban: far from resulting in a challenge 
to imperialism, it tends to play into its 
hands. The left must offer a democratic 
and progressive alternative. Tailing fun¬ 
damentalism is the worst mistake social¬ 
ists can make, said comrade Kia. 

This simple and crucial point, which so 
many on the British left seem unable to 
grasp, was taken up by Clive Bradley of 
the AWL, the next speaker. He described 
the growth of fundamentalism in Egypt, 
and its implacable hostility to the left. 
Anyone who imagines the left can be 
allies with these groups clearly has no 
idea of the reality, said the comrade. Al¬ 
though the left is weak and fundamen¬ 
talism strong in many muslim countries, 
socialists must find ways of putting for¬ 
ward independent working class politics. 
The islamicists have a fully fleshed out 
and ‘moral’ world view, and the left must 
offer a socialist morality and socialist 
world view. A powerful workers’ move¬ 
ment needs to be built, and our task is to 
offer solidarity. 

Comrade lohn Bridge drew attention 
to the parallels between modem-day is¬ 
lamic fundamentalism and the European 
fascist movements of the 1920s and 30s. 
Both emerged from a period of defeat 
of the working class, and both used anti¬ 
imperialist rhetoric that fooled some on 
the left into believing they may have a 
progressive element. Comrade Bridge 
was dismayed by the failure of the left 
to learn from its mistakes. He agreed that 
our job is to provide solidarity with so¬ 
cialist and progressive movements 
around the world, but the best way of 
doing that is by fighting for revolution 
in our own country. 

The two EPSR comrades described 
the attacks on islamicism they had just 
heard as “a tirade to justify and cover 
up the fake left’s sly alliance with impe¬ 
rialism”. Like others on the left, for them 
the world is a simple place and anyone 
who is against the US can be claimed 
as an ally. Thus the murderous attacks 
on the World Trade Center were de¬ 
scribed as “a spontaneous fightback by 
the third world against imperialism”. 
Replying, comrade Bradley said it was 
an insult to the millions in Africa, Asia, 
etc to imagine they all cheer the actions 
of fanatics led by a billionaire, who 
‘spontaneously’ hijacked planes and 
crashed them into the twin towers. Ap¬ 
parently there are no differing class in¬ 
terests in the “third world”. 

Terry Liddle of the Green Socialist Net¬ 
work agreed with other speakers that 
fundamentalists could never be allies of 
the left. He went further, saying that it is 
also an error to say that religion is a per¬ 
sonal matter. He said Marxist is human¬ 
istic but also scientific, and has the job 
of combating religion and superstition 
everywhere. This ruled out the accept¬ 
ance of believers in revolutionary parties. 
Comrade Bridge disagreed, saying what 
matters most is what people do. Religious 
people could be fully accepted as party 
members, as long as they accepted the 
programme and agreed to abide by its 
rules: ie, as long as they acted like com¬ 
munists. 

Summing up, he said anti-imperialism 
is about fighting on behalf of the progres¬ 
sive classes in society. Not about align¬ 
ing ourselves with reaction • 

Mary Godwin 
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REVIEW 


typical Loach 

Ken Loach The Navigators llOmins, limited release 


T he Navigators , written by the late un¬ 
ion activist and Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty member Rob Dawber, was broad- 
cast on Channel Four on Sunday December 
2. This followed on from acclamation at the 
Venice film festival and a limited release in cin¬ 
emas. 

Comrade Dawber, who was an activist in the 
Rail Maritime and Transport union for over two 
decades and a committed fighter for his class, 
lost his battle against mesothelioma - a rare foim 
of lung cancer - in February. He contracted 
mesothelioma - caused by exposure to asbes¬ 
tos dust - while working on the railways. His 
successful bid for compensation exposed the 
fact that those who employed him were per¬ 
fectly aware of the dangers of working with as¬ 
bestos without adequate protection. 

The Navigators follows a track workers 
gang during the privatisation of British Rail¬ 
ways and tells the story of how their lives are 
radically altered. 

Ken Loach has a well deserved reputation 
for directing films that are realistic portrayals 
of working class life and day-to-day struggles. 
His direction, married with Dawber’s script, 
produces a successful combination. The ban¬ 
ter and the camaraderie in the workplace mess 
room and how this is changed in the period 
when a new - private - management comes in 
and begins to systematically attack the work¬ 
ing practices and hard won agreements - all 
are portrayed accurately. 

The effect of these changes on other as¬ 
pects of the gang’s lives is skilfully integrated 
into the narrative. As illustrated by the dilemma 



Ken Loach on set 


of one of the main characters in the film, Paul, 
who finds it very difficult to adapt. He is re¬ 
jected by the hiring agency because he en¬ 
deavours to continue old - safe - working 
practices. 

He is under pressure from his wife to earn 
more money. He goes back to the agency cap 
in hand and promises to adopt their working 
practices, this obviously is against the grain 


because he desperately needs the money. 

High profile accidents like those at 
Ladbroke Grove and Hatfield played a part in 
discrediting rail privatisation. Stories of cor¬ 
ner-cutting and penny-pinching are well 
known. However the strain that this puts on 
rail workers to compromise safety against their 
better judgement and the dilemmas for such 
workers are unsurprisingly not well docu¬ 
mented in the bourgeois press. Dawber ap¬ 
plies his first-hand knowledge to bring this to 
life. 

Whilst the gang is working trackside, they 
take the risk of not having a lookout in order 
to complete the job on time. One of the gang 
is hit by a passing train and seriously injured. 
Which leaves them caught in a telling dilemma. 
If they report the incident and leave him by 
the trackside it will result in an inquiry that 
could mean that they would not be used by 
the agency again. They resolve things by de¬ 
ciding to move their colleague to a nearby 
bridge, placing him by the roadside - and then 
fabricating a hit and run incident with a car 
and no witnesses to explain the injuries. The 
man dies but they get away with their decep¬ 
tions and here the film ends - somewhat 
abruptly. 

This film, typical of Loach and based on 
comrade Dawber’s own experiences, is a mov¬ 
ing production. Though it does not offer any 
alternatives (or claim to), it stands as an excel¬ 
lent indictment, not just of privatisation, but 
in the more general sense of the entire capital¬ 
ist system • 

Derek Goodliffe 


OBITUARY Ray Gibbon 1929-2001 

For the underdog 


R ay Gibbon, communist and class fighter, 
died on October 9 after a battle with can¬ 
cer. 

Bom in west London, Ray spent the war 
years in Birmingham, where he attended gram¬ 
mar school - not a mean feat for a working 
class kid at that time. After the war, he went to 
sea. Visiting a devastated Hamburg, he real¬ 
ised that Germans were not the demons of of¬ 
ficial propaganda, but people much like 
himself. Jumping ship in Canada, he made his 
way to New York. There he worked in the 
kitchens of a kosher hotel, earning the nick¬ 
name of ‘Rayele’ - little Ray. 

Seeing the wide gap between rich and poor 
and the ever-present racism in American so¬ 
ciety, Ray joined the US Communist Party. As 
the wartime alliance gave way to the cold war, 
he was rounded up for deportation as an ‘un¬ 
desirable alien’. He was interned on Ellis Is¬ 


land with CLR James. At the time they were in 
different political camps: Ray was an ortho¬ 
dox communist and James a Trotskyist with 
growing differences with mainstream Trotsky¬ 
ism. 

Back in England Ray was called up for na¬ 
tional service. He was stationed in North Af¬ 
rica and Cypms, where he made contact with 
Akel, the Cypriot Communist Party. This was 
a dangerous thing to do. Released from the 
army, Ray went to work in engineering in west 
London and became a shop steward con¬ 
venor in the AEU. Notting Hill was then being 
torn by race riots. When a black man was 
murdered, Ray went as a white worker to 
express solidarity with the black community. 

Later Ray worked for Progressive Tours. 
There he came into contact with Maureen 
Scott and Mike Baker, who had joined the 
Committee to Defeat Revisionism for Commu¬ 


nist Unity, a pro-China group. Maureen kept 
him supplied with copies of its paper Van¬ 
guard. Ray visited the USSR with Bill Turner 
of the Independent Labour Party. What he saw 
there and his discussions with Bill sowed the 
seeds of doubt in his mind about Stalinism and 
he drifted out of the CP. 

In the 1970s Ray was involved in the 
squatting movement. When Centre Point 
was occupied as a protest against homeless¬ 
ness, Ray was one of the first two in. In an¬ 
other occupation in Brixton he acted as an 
ostensibly respectable front man for the op¬ 
eration. 

I met Ray at meetings of the Movement for 
Workers’ Councils - a tiny group of left com¬ 
munists set up by Joe Thomas, who had bro¬ 
ken from Stalinism under the influence of 
Oehler and Mike Baker. Ray also took part in 
an informal discussion circle, which included 
anarchists, dissident Labour Party members 
and the odd Socialist Workers Party member, 
which met in my flat. 

When the Socialist Labour Party was 
formed in 1996, Ray joined, seeing it as a po¬ 
tential breakthrough for the left. However, he 
soon left, sickened at the dictatorship of 
Arthur Scargill. 

Ray’s last political contribution was a letter 
to the Weekly Worker in which he tried to make 
some sense of the vote scored by the BNP in 
Oldham. 

Ray was always on the side of the under¬ 
dog. Strong in debate, he was without malice 
and rancour. Widely read and deeply cultured, 
he loved music - from opera to Paul Robeson. 
He greatly enjoyed his garden and his cats. 
It may sound like a cliche, but they really don’t 
make them like that any more • 

Terry Liddle 
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Jack Conrad 


■ Which road? 

The programmes of ‘official communism’ were designed to serve 
those in the workers’ movement who had no interest in revolu¬ 
tion, those who preferred compromise with capitalism rather than 
its destruction. 

Jack Conrad also deals with the reformist programme of Peter 
Taaffe’s group and lays the groundwork necessary for drafting 
a revolutionary programme. 

£6.95 

■ From October to August 

Articles by Jack Conrad, charting the rise and demise of the 
USSR from Stalin’s monocratic dictatorship to the twists and 
turns of Gorbachev’s perestroika and Yeltsin’s counter-coup. 
Throughout there is a stress on the necessity of democracy. 

£6.95 

■ In the enemy camp 

Examines the theory and practice of communist electoral work. 
Particular attention is paid to the Bolsheviks’ anti-boycottism 
and their strategy for revolution. Vital for Socialist Alliance ac¬ 
tivists. 


£4.95 


■ Problems of communist organisation 

What is the correct balance between democracy and central¬ 
ism? Jack Conrad explores this thorny issue in his historically 
significant argument against a disgruntled minority who de¬ 
serted the CPGB in 1992. 


£4.95 


■ Blair’s rigged referendum and Scotland’s right to 
self-determination 

Jack Conrad’s delivers a serious critique of the attitude taken 
by the Scottish Socialist Alliance (forerunner of the SSP) to 
Blair’s sop parliament for Scotland. 

£4.95 


■ A plan for miners 

The Communist Party’s ‘anti-submission’ to the Tory govern¬ 
ment’s 1992 coal review. The case is made for working class self- 
activity and socialism. Arthur Scargill famously disowned it. 

£ 1.00 


Buy all six books for £21.50 and save £8.25. 
Delivery free within the United Kingdom 


Please send me a copy of: 

Which road? □ 

From October to August □ 

In the enemy camp □ 

Problems of communist organisation □ 
Blair’s rigged referendum □ 

A plan for miners □ 


I enclose a cheque, payable to CPGB, for 
£_ 


Name_ 

Address 


Email_ 

Please return to CPGB address 
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AFGHANISTAN 


Bonn stitch- 


A fter more than a week of some¬ 
times gruelling talks, the imperi¬ 
alist-sponsored negotiations in 
Bonn over the shape and composition 
of a future Afghan administration have 
finally come to an end - an agreement has 
been reached. According to Francesc 
Vendrell, the deputy UN envoy to Af¬ 
ghanistan. we have witnessed “a historic 
day”. 

The talks, held under the very watch¬ 
ful eye of United States envoy James 
Dobbins, were originally due to end last 
Saturday. But the failure of the Northern 
Alliance and the other three delegations 
to give the United Nations a fist of pro¬ 
posed candidates for the interim govern¬ 
ment brought the talks to a halt. However, 
by Tuesday evening the UN team had a 
list of 150 names, so it spent the night 
whittling down this list to the 30 who will 
serve on the interim council. 

Then on Wednesday the deal was fi¬ 
nally brokered. The council is to be 
headed by Hamid Karzai, a ‘moderate’ 
Pashtun leader and official representa¬ 
tive of the ex-king, the 87-year-old Zahir 
Shah. He will take office on December 
22. Besides Karzai, there will be five 
deputy ministers, plus 24 cabinet min¬ 
isters. Two women are among those 
named - with one of them, Sima Samar, 
to be made a deputy minister. You can 
be sure that the US insisted on this, as 
it wants to project the image of a pro¬ 
gressive, ‘politically correct’ imperialism 
at work. Look - women’s rights! You 
never had that under the Taliban or the 
previous mujahedin regime. You see, 
imperialism is nice after all. 

Under the Bonn deal, this 30-member 
interim council will govern for six months 
until a loya jirga (grand assembly) meets 
in the spring - possibly as early as March. 
The loya jirga will then appoint a transi¬ 
tional government which will operate for 
a further two years when elections are 
planned. Another assembly will be set 
up to adopt a constitution within 18 
months of the creation of the transitional 
authority (a sort of supreme court). Ad¬ 
ditionally, an imperialist ‘peacekeeping’ 
force under the auspices of the UN would 
be brought in to offer reassurances to the 
parties who fear the power of the North¬ 
ern Alliance - which already has de facto 
control of Kabul and other cities. Even¬ 
tually the delegates, including tire North¬ 
ern Alliance, agreed that the interim 
council should have ‘generous" repre¬ 
sentation for parties representing the 
Pashtuns - the largest ethnic group 
(some 40%). 

Obviously, the key political question 
has always revolved around how the 
minishies would be distributed. Unsur¬ 
prisingly the Northern Alliance retained 
the upper hand. It will hold 17 of the 30 
cabinet posts, including the plum - stra¬ 
tegic - posts of defence, foreign affairs 
and the interior, which it already has by 
virtue of its control of Kabul. The delega¬ 
tions representing the four parties at 
Bonn - the NA, supporters of the former 
king, a Pakistan-backed group from 
Peshawar and the Cyprus-based group 
supported by Iran - issued a press state¬ 
ment announcing the interim agreement. 

There is one ‘group’ which is notable 
by its absence at Bonn ... the Afghan 
masses. They have no voice or demo¬ 
cratic input. Self-determination? Forget 
it. The thieves’ kitchen at Bonn will con¬ 
tinue to carve up Afghanistan - but this 
time at the diplomatic table instead of the 
battle front. And, of course, any warlord 
who feels that he has not got his just 
rewards can always pick up his weapon 
whenever he feels like it. The Afghan 
masses are meant to be passive specta¬ 
tors to this not so grand game of politi¬ 
cal-diplomatic manoeuvring. 
Communists reject the Bonn charade. 


which is a monstrous denial of democracy. 

As proof look at how the progressive 
- secular Peoples Democratic Party of 
Afghanistan - now renamed the PVAP - 
was firmly kept out of the talks from day 
one. Also, the Alliance for Democracy 
in Afghanistan, based around the So¬ 
cialist Democratic Party of Afghanistan 
was similarly excluded. As for the Revo¬ 
lutionary Association of Women of Af¬ 
ghanistan, they were also kept well clear. 
Only counterrevolutionary gangsters 
and thugs were invited. 

As history proves, deals and settle¬ 
ments brokered or imposed by imperi¬ 
alism - whether wearing the ‘civilising’ 
UN hat or not - are no guarantee against 
bloody disaster and tragedy for the 
masses: Palestine/Israel, Cypms, Korea, 
the Congo ... and now Afghanistan? 

At Bonn NA chief negotiator Younis 
Qanuni promised: ‘‘We want to lead Af¬ 
ghanistan out of the middle ages” - and 
the other warlords all nodded in solemn 



Francesc Vendrell and Abdullah Abdullah discuss the future of 
Afghanistan 


agreement. Yes, maybe, out of “the mid¬ 
dle ages” ... and then to where exactly? 

What now for Afghanistan and the 
new embryonic regime? The two-year 
transitional government will discuss in 
detail a new constitution that - accord¬ 
ing to the UN - would ‘‘incorporate” re¬ 


spect for human rights and equal rights 
for all ethnic groups, equal rights for 
women (sure) and introduce “some 
form” of democracy. 

Afterwards, the former Afghan prime 
minister and butcher Gulbuddin Hek- 
matyar denounced the Bonn meeting as 


a US ploy to further its influence in Af¬ 
ghanistan, fulminating: “Only groups 
fitting US requirements and interests 
have been invited to the Bonn confer¬ 
ence. Afghanistan’s problems cannot 
be resolved by a govennnent set up by 
America, Russia and their puppets.” 

Of course, Hekmatyar is quite right on 
one level. Yet we all know the fine con¬ 
tent of Hekmatyar’s ‘anti-imperialism’ - 
more warlordism, butchery and tyranny. 

Communists demand a democratic, 
secular solution - with genuine rights 
for women, equal rights for all national/ 
ethnic groups, equality of language, the 
right to form trade unions and political 
associations/parties, etc. That can only 
come from below. The urban Afghan 
working class must win the rural poor 
to its banner and take the lead in mak¬ 
ing those demands a reality. Not some¬ 
thing likely to put a smile on the face of 
the Bonn imperialists • 

Eddie Ford 


Voice for Afghan women 


T he Revolutionary Association of 
Women of Afghanistan (Rawa) has 
played an increasingly vocal role since 
September 11. Through its website it has 
issued statements condemning both the 
attacks on the US and the Bush-Blair war 
with its effects on the Afghan people. 

As the western media applauded the 
fall of Kabul, Rawa declared that the ‘ ‘peo¬ 
ple of Afghanistan do not accept domi¬ 
nation of the Northern Alliance!” 
(‘Appeal to the UN and the world com¬ 
munity’, November 13, www.rawa.org). 
Its appeals for solidarity with the masses 
of Afghanistan have been referred to by 
anti-war speakers on platforms through¬ 
out Britain. It has become known as the 
voice of oppressed women of Afghani¬ 
stan. What internal support it has after a 
decade of fundamentalist oppression is 
another matter, of course. 

Rawa was formed in 1977 “as an inde¬ 
pendent political/social organisation of 
Afghan women fighting for human rights 
and for social justice in Afghanistan” 
(‘About Rawa’ ibid). It was created in 
Kabul by a group of women intellectu¬ 
als with an objective of increasing the po¬ 
litical and social involvement of women 
in society and to contribute “to the strug¬ 
gle for the establishment of a government 
based on democratic and secular values 
in Afghanistan”. 

Foimed as it was in the lead-up to the 
democratic revolution led by the People’s 
Democratic Party of Afghanistan in 1978, 
it is surprising that Rawa appears to have 
opposed the PDPA government. The 
only reference to those years on the 
website describes Rawa as being part of 
the war of resistance “after the coup and 
particularly after the Soviet occupation 
of Afghanistan in December 1979”. The 
significant democratic advances made 
by Afghan women in 1978, in terms of 
personal freedoms, education and social 
and political activity, go unmentioned. 
Advances that despite the counterrevo¬ 
lutionary intervention of the Soviet Un¬ 
ion in 1979 continued to exist until the 
final victory of the mujahedin in 1992. 

What Rawa does make clear, however, 
is that its position within the war was 
against both the fundamentalists and the 
Soviet Union - “in contradistinction to 
the absolute majority of the vaunted is- 
lamic fundamentalist ‘freedom fighters’ 
of the anti-Soviet war of resistance, Rawa 
from the outset advocated secularism 
and democracy” (ibid). This is an impor¬ 
tant difference with the majority of the 


British left, who did not feel it necessary 
to place quotation marks around those 
particular' ‘freedom fighters’. Then the 
Socialist Workers Party cheered what is 
now the Northern Alliance and those 
whom it brands as “drug barons”. 

However, supporting the mujahedin 
from the safe distance of Britain is clearly 
a veiy different matter from the actuality 
of living under then brutality. According 
to Rawa their resistance brought repris¬ 
als from both tire fundamentalists and the 
Soviets, with their leader, Meena, being 
assassinated by agents of KHAD (Af¬ 
ghanistan version of the KGB) in 1987. 

Since 1992 Rawa’s political struggle 
has been mainly directed against the fun¬ 
damentalists. They have involved them¬ 
selves in social programmes to educate 
and provide healthcare denied to 
women. They have continued to resist 
even under the barbaric regime of the 
Taliban. Their website documents the 
day-to-day existence under this regime. 
A society where oppression of women 
intensified to a point that they lived in 
terror. Where they were not only forced 
to cover themselves from head to toe in 
the burqa, but faced arbitrary public chas¬ 
tisement for such crimes as wealing socks 
deemed ‘too thin’ by the local Taliban 
militia. Where women’s laughter was not 
to be heard outside the home and public 
floggings were common, as were steal¬ 
ings for fornication. Women were banned 
from driving, from working (except as 
doctors) and from receiving education. 
They were locked in their homes, unable 
to venture out without their husbands 
or male relatives. 

That the SWP, the main leftwing organi¬ 
sation in the Stop the War Coalition, ali¬ 
bis this forcible imprisonment is quite 
outrageous. None us would dream of ex¬ 
cusing the misogynist rulers who consti¬ 
tute the house of Saud. Understanding the 
conditions which produced the Taliban is 
one thing. Providing excuses for them as 
‘anti-imperialist allies’ is another. The re¬ 
cent article by Talat Ahmed and Kevin Ov- 
enden in Socialist Worker states: “The 
Taliban believed that imposing their model 
of behaviour could bring some order to 
the country” (December 1). Therefore the 
Taliban “imposed ... the burqa, banning 
women from public activity’ ’. This, say our 
two SWP comrades, was designed to pro¬ 
tect women and prevent them from being 
raped en masse as they had been when 
the mujahedin took over Kabul in 1992. 

The myth that the four years of domes¬ 


tic imprisonment under the Taliban was 
motivated by misplaced good intentions 
does not match up with the actual lived 
experience of women in Afghanistan. 

In this regard Rawa has played an im¬ 
portant role in drawing attention to the 
reality of life under the islamic fundamen¬ 
talists. Its website has a section, ‘On 
Afghan women’, which features reports 
and photographs depicting the situation 
of women from 1992, onwards under both 
the Northern Alliance and the Taliban. 
For Rawa, “the Taliban and other jihadi 
fundamentalist cliques of Rabbani, 
Sayyaf, Masoud, Khalili, Hekmatyar and 
their like are brothers in arms” (‘The dif¬ 
ference between the Taliban and other 
fundamentalist forces’ ibid). 

Rawa stands for a democratic and secu¬ 
lar Afghanistan which ensures “freedom 
of thought, religion and political expres¬ 
sion, while safeguarding women’s rights” 
(‘Rawa’s standpoints’ ibid). It states that 
as “a matter of principle [it] is not a mon¬ 
archist organisation”, but supports the 
return of the king, considering this to be 
a popular demand of the majority of the 
people. It must also be noted that Queen 
Homaira, consort of exiled King Zahir 
Shah, horrified the Afghan mullahs when 
she lifted her veil in 1959. Therefore it is 
understandable that there are illusions, 
however misplaced, that he can help to 
bring about a secular Afghanistan. 

Rawa also has illusions in the UN and 
calls for it to place a peacekeeping force 
in Afghanistan, to disarm the fundamen¬ 
talists and to “supervise the convening 
of the loya jirga and the formation of a 
government based on democratic values 
and comprised of neutral personalities. 
This government should be assigned the 
task of holding free and fair elections 
within a period not exceeding one year. It 
is only on completion of this task and the 
establishment of a national security force 
free from the clutches of fundamentalists 
that the job of peacekeeping would be 
over” (ibid). 

But liberation, including women’s lib¬ 
eration, can never be handed down from 
above. So, despite its name, the Rawa has 
no revolutionary class perspective. This 
makes it natural for Rawa to rely on the 
UN to resolve the situation. Understand¬ 
ably though, it does not want any of the 
states that have previously interfered in 
Afghanistan to be involved in this peace¬ 
keeping force. The excluded countries are 
not specifically stated, but presumably 


they would include Russia, Pakistan, Iran 
and of course the US and Britain. Clearly 
Rawa fails to grasp the essential nature 
of the UN - an agency of imperialism. In 
any event it is almost bound to be the 
case that those regional powers with in¬ 
terests in Afghanistan will be involved 
in any imperialist-sponsored solution - 
as can currently be seen in Bonn and the 
fact that Pakistan has already got its Pash¬ 
tun prime minister. Rawa’s hopes that the 
UN solution will mean some degree of in¬ 
dependence from the forces which have 
helped to destroy Afghanistan will al¬ 
most certainly bring bitter disappoint¬ 
ment. 

What is essential in this context is for 
the working class movement internation¬ 
ally to take up the issue of women’s rights 
in Afghanistan and not leave it to the likes 
of Cherie Blair and Laura Bush. The fact 
that Rawa has such illusions should not 
lead us to dismiss it. It is waging a brave 
struggle to liberate women in Afghani¬ 
stan - where they have been more op¬ 
pressed than anywhere else in the world 
and perhaps to a degree unprecedented 
in history. Islam in its origins did not have 
a programme designed to oppress 
women. Mohammed’s wife, Khadijah, 
was independently wealthy. His daugh¬ 
ter, Fatima, is still highly esteemed by 
muslims. Islamic fundamentalism and its 
assault on women’s rights is a modem 
phenomenon and the struggle of those 
who oppose it in Afghanistan - as well 
as throughout the Arab and muslim 
world against islamic fundamentalists - 
must have our support. 

This is a vital democratic question that 
cannot be ignored. If the left and the 
workers’ movement do not fight to take 
the lead on this question, it will be easily 
subsumed in the imperialist-led solution. 
Much is being made of the token pres¬ 
ence of women in the new interim gov¬ 
ernment in Kabul - as if this makes up for 
the plight of women under both the US- 
financed mujahedin and the US-financed 
Taliban. 

For leftwing groups like the SWP to 
have downplayed this issue in the name 
of ‘defencism’ or the need to build a 
‘broad movement’ is a gross abdication 
of their responsibilities as socialists. All 
those who say they are for women’s lib¬ 
eration must come out with clear de¬ 
mands for women’s rights in Afghanistan 
and a democratic and secular state - 
now • 

Anne Me Shane 



CPGB mobilises 
unemployed 


The boom following World 
War I was short-lived. In the 
12 months from September 
1920 unemployment in 
Britain rose from 250,000 to 
two million. Soon after its 
foundation the Communist 
Party of Great Britain 
instructed members to 
participate in and lead the 
stru ggl es of the 
unemployed. In October 
1920 the party’s weekly 
paper carried an account of 
the fruits of this work in 
Coventry. 

‘Full maintenance at 
trade union rates of wages’ 
was the main demand 
advanced by communists. 
This was taken up in the 
form of marches by the 
unemployed to local boards 
of guardians who were 
responsible for providing 
poor law relief to the 
unemployed. Often the 
marches would end with an 
occupation of the board 
offices until extra money 
was forthcoming. 

In 1921 the Party was 
instrumental in forming the 
National Unemployed 
Workers’ Committee 
Movement, a body which 
organised the unemployed 
throughout the United 
Kingdom in the years 
between the wars, years 
characterised by permanent 
high levels of 
unemployment. 


Coventry unemployed: a soviet formed 


C omrade J Stewart, Communist Party 
organiser for the Midlands, is doing 
good work at Coventry. At the request of 
the Unemployed Workers Committee he 
has been addressing huge meetings of 
unemployed, and his suggestions have 
already led to practical action which is hav¬ 
ing a marked effect on the town authori¬ 
ties. 

At the head of2,000 men he marched to 
the Deasy works and demanded to be al¬ 
lowed to address the men still at work there. 
Opposition was useless, and so at the 
head of his army, Stewart marched into the 
works and held a joint meeting of em¬ 
ployed and unemployed. The manager 
wished to speak first, but the meeting in¬ 
sisted on him waiting until Stewart had 
finished. 

Stewart told them that unemployment 
could only be finally abolished by the abo¬ 
lition of the capitalist system, but sug¬ 
gested as an immediate step that tire men 
already employed should reduce their 
hours of labour until all the unemployed 
were absorbed. 

Tom Dingley also spoke, and then the 
manager said that the film would do all in 
its power to do something for them. 
Stewart stated, both here and at other fac¬ 
tories that were visited, that the men were 
coming back again and again until they 
could control the entire factories. 

During the weekend more large meet¬ 


ings have been held at various works. 
Complete order is being maintained by a 
police force formed from the workers them¬ 
selves, and the ordinary police are con¬ 
spicuous by their absence. The mayor has 
called a town’s meeting to deal with the 
situation and “to consider the method 
whereby the growing volume of unem¬ 
ployment prevalent in this city may be 
overcome, and a full living wage be as¬ 
sured to all citizens willing to render serv¬ 
ice to the community.” 

The men are in no mood to consider 
proposals of the usual charity dole order, 
and their demands are of a practical and 
far-reaching character, as embodied in the 
following resolutions: “Seeing that eve¬ 
ryone wilting to render useful service to 
the community has the right to enjoy all 
the benefits won by labour from nature, 
we demand that all workers shall have 
maintenance, whether working or not. 

“We demand, as a practical solution to 
unemployment, that the civic authorities 
invite the Russian trade delegation to meet 
them in order to discover what commodi¬ 
ties Russia is prepared to purchase from 
Coventry. 

“We demand that a factory be taken in 
the interests of the community to produce 
such commodities, the workers to elect 
their own management. 

“Further, we demand that the civic au¬ 
thority uses its power to prevent private 


interests hindering the work of the work¬ 
ers’ and soldiers’ council.” 

Comrade Emery has been elected sec¬ 
retary of the local soviet, and comrade 
Stewart has been instructed to assist the 
Unemployed Worker's’ Committee to the 
best of his ability. 

The old features of pre-war unem¬ 
ployed demonstrations are entirely absent 
from these manifestations. Here is no cring¬ 
ing body of half-starved men begging for 
bread or, on the other hand, a crowd of 
potential rioters out for loot. It is an ordered 
demonstration by intelligent, organised 
worker's that will not starve at the behest 
of capitalism; but that if production can¬ 
not be carried on by the present owners 
of factories and plant without inflicting 
suffering on large masses of the com¬ 
munity, the workers can and will. Other 
towns please copy. 

Let those workers still in employment 
resolutely refuse to work a single minute 
over the time necessary to ensure employ¬ 
ment for all. Control production instead of 
being controlled by it. If a single man in 
any industry seeks employment and can¬ 
not obtain it, it is a reflection on all his fel¬ 
low workers. 

The workers can stop unemployment; 
it is clear the capitalists cannot. It is up to 
the workers to make the attempt • 

The Communist 
October 7 1920 


The London unemployed movement 


T o the Islington Unemployed Relief 
Committee is to be given the credit 
of starting the direct action campaign 
of tlie unemployed, which has now as¬ 
sumed such large proportions in Lon¬ 
don and the neighbourhood. The 
committee, when first formed, found it¬ 
self faced with the difficulty of obtain¬ 
ing suitable accommodation for 
holding its meetings, or for storing and 
distributing the food presented by 
shopkeepers in the borough. 

The South East Library in Essex 
Road, which during the war had been 
used by the food ministry for con¬ 
trolled purposes, was empty, and 
seemed an admirable place for the pur¬ 
pose. So the committee took posses¬ 
sion and there the Islington 
unemployed still remain. Apart from a 
summons for obstruction by taking a 
collection with a box, and another for 
chalking the pavement, there has been 
no trouble with the police. 

The Islington unemployed are well 
organised. A demonstration recently 
to tlie guardian was lined up in military 
formation - ie, platoons of 20 with a ser¬ 
geant in charge of each. These ser¬ 
geants were elected from the men 
themselves, and are ex-servicemen. 

In Edmonton, Tottenham, Waltham- 


The unfolding series of ‘Our history’ articles 
are available on the CPGB website: 
http://www.cpgb.org.uK/ourhistory 


stow, Hackney, Southwark, Camber¬ 
well, Peckham and St Pancras similar 
movements are now organised. Town 
halls, public libraries and empty 
houses have been seized in all these 
places. A central committee, composed 
of delegates from the different locali¬ 
ties in and around London, now meets 
at the library in Essex Road, Islington, 
daily. 

All this is not to say that a revolution 
is in progress. Nevertheless, it is a very 
good sign that the unemployed have 
determined to make their discontent 
open and organised, instead of keeping 
it secret and shameful. Already local au¬ 
thorities have been compelled to take 
steps to remedy the existing distress far 
beyond what they would have taken 
had the unemployed remained quies¬ 
cent. They will be wise if they break 
through their present powers entirely 
and throw the whole blame on the gov¬ 
ernment. They will be lucky if they es¬ 
cape being compelled to do so. 

In all these movements the active 
spirits have been communists, them¬ 
selves unemployed. They know how 
impossible it is to solve unemployment 
while the capitalist system remains, but 
they realise also the necessity for or¬ 
ganised action in order to drive the les¬ 
son home, and to ensure that 
something, at any rate, is done to alle¬ 
viate immediate distress. Communist 
branches everywhere should neglect 
no opportunity of giving support and 
guidance to the unemployed move¬ 
ment. In most localities they are already 
doing so. 

Printed and published by: 


The day of ragged processions is 
over. The demands now being made 
are put forward by men who are reso¬ 
lute to redress their wrongs because 
they have not lost their self-respect. 
They are learning by bitter experience 
the communist lesson that only in a 
new order of society will unemploy¬ 
ment be finally abolished. They are 
learning, too, how futile capitalism is 
to touch even the fringe of the 
problem • 

The Communist 
December 9 1920 


What we 
fight for 

• Our central aim is to reforge the 
Communist Party of Great Britain. 
Without this Party the working class 
is nothing; with it, it is everything. 

• The Communist Party serves the 
interests of the working class. We 
fight all forms of opportunism and 
revisionism in tlie workers’ move¬ 
ment because they endanger those 
interests. We insist on open ideo¬ 
logical struggle in order to fight out 
the correct way forward for our 
class. 

• Marxism-Leninism is powerful be¬ 
cause it is true. Communists relate 
theory to practice. We are material¬ 
ists; we hold that ideas are deter¬ 
mined by social reality and not the 
other way round. 

• We believe in the highest level of 
unity among workers. We fight for 
the unity of the working class of all 
countries and subordinate the 
struggle in Britain to the world revo¬ 
lution itself. The liberation of human¬ 
ity can only be achieved through 
world communism. 

• The working class in Britain needs 
to strike as a fist. This means all com¬ 
munists should be organised into a 
single Party. We oppose all forms of 
separatism, which weakens our 
class. 

• Socialism can never come through 
parliament. The capitalist class will 
never peacefully allow their system 
to be abolished. Socialism will only 
succeed through working class 
revolution and tlie replacement of the 
dictatorship of the capitalists with 
the dictatorship of the working 
class. Socialism lays the basis for the 
conscious planning of human af¬ 
fairs: ie, communism. 

• We support the right of nations to 
self-determination. In Britain today 
this means tlie struggle for Irish free¬ 
dom should be given full support by 
the British working class. 

• Communists are champions of the 
oppressed. We fight for tlie libera¬ 
tion of women, tlie ending of racism, 
bigotry and all other forms of chau¬ 
vinism. Oppression is a direct result 
of class society and will only finally 
be eradicated by the ending of class 
society. 

• War and peace, pollution and the 
environment are class questions. No 
solution to the world’s problems can 
be found within capitalism. Its cease¬ 
less drive for profit puts the world 
at risk. The future of humanity de¬ 
pends on the triumph of commu¬ 
nism. 

• We urge all who accept these prin¬ 
ciples to join us. A Communist Party 
Supporter reads and fights to build 
the circulation of the Party’s pub¬ 
lications; contributes regularly to 
the Party’s funds and encourages 
others to do the same; where possi¬ 
ble, builds and participates in the 
work of a Communist Party Support¬ 
ers Group. 


Become a 

Communist Party 

supporter 

Name_ 

Address_ 
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SSP’s 

Socialism 

2001 


Bigger and better 


O ver the weekend of December 1- 
2 the Scottish Socialist Party held 
its annual educational event, 
Socialism 2001. In fact the event was 
cancelled last year - in favour of spend¬ 
ing resources on fighting a by-election. 
So the only precedent for Socialism 2001 
was actually two years ago when, 
strangely enough, it was called Social¬ 
ism 2000. Millennial fever started early. 

Last weekend’s event was far supe¬ 
rior - not least because in 1999 most of 
the sessions were held in the main hall, 
allowing little opportunity for comrades 
to enter into debate. Socialism 2001 was 
obviously modelled in part on the 
SWP’s Marxism school - several session 


took place simultaneously, permitting 
comrades to pick and choose what they 
wanted. 

Not that there were no negative fea¬ 
tures. For the first time that I know the 
SSP enforced its guidelines in a draco¬ 
nian manner. Platforms constitutionally 
recognised within the SSP were unable 
to have stalls - groups outside the SSP 
could purchase them for £25. 

In effect what that meant was that the 
Socialist Worker’s Platform had three 
stalls - under the names of Bookmarks, 
Globalise Resistance and the Anti-Nazi 
League. Other factional literature was 
officially off limits. A very woirying de¬ 
velopment and obviously a taste of 


John Maclean and 
left nationalism 


T he debate on ‘John Maclean and the 
CPGB’ brought out the Scottish Re¬ 
publican Socialist Movement in the guise 
of the John Maclean Society. Their plat¬ 
form speaker was Gerry Cairns. 

He and the ultra-nationalists claimed 
that Maclean was right to abandon the 
CPGB at birth. The ‘reasons’: Gallagher, 
Malone and Rothstein were state agents, 
who were in receipt of “Moscow gold”; 
the name (Great Britain) had imperialist 
connotations! The CPGB would have 
“held Maclean back”, as it could not de¬ 
liver what he wanted for Scotland and the 
world. 

Thankfully not all present thought 
Maclean was correct in his decision not 
to join the CPGB when he had the op¬ 
portunity. He had earned great respect 
and admiration amongst many sections 
of the working class movement as a 
Marxist educator and class leader. Cer¬ 
tainly his failure to grasp the importance 
of the vanguard party and refusal to work 
with those who he thought were “collabo¬ 
rators” led to self-imposed isolation and 
the ebbing away of his base of mass 
support. 

Maclean devoted most of his adult 
life to the anti-capitalist cause. This is 
the Maclean we remember and would 
celebrate. He was a member of the So¬ 
cial Democratic Federation and its suc¬ 
cessor the British Socialist Party till 1920, 
the year in which the BSP provided the 
basis for the launch of the CPGB. Un¬ 
like Henry Hyndman he was part of the 
BSP’s internationalist wing which bit¬ 
terly opposed World War I. Maclean 
was a fervent supporter of the Bolshe- 


Bolsheviks hailed him as a hero, hi 1918 
they appointed him Russian consul in 
Glasgow. But cmel prison treatment was 
soon to have an awful effect on Ma¬ 
clean’s mental state. Maclean was sen¬ 
tenced to two more terms of imprison¬ 
ment in 1921 and not freed till 1922. He 
believed the prison food was drugged 
and on release saw spies everywhere - 
his wife, close friends and former com¬ 
rades in the BSP. 

It was in this state that after refusing 
to join the CPGB Maclean eventually 
turned to left nationalism. He formed the 
tiny Scottish Workers Republican Party, 
mostly consisting of raving sectarians. 
Standing for parliament, Maclean 
pledged not to take his seat. In justifica¬ 
tion for this leftist anti-parliamentarian- 
ism and his adopted left nationalism a 
completely false parallel was drawn be¬ 
tween an oppressed Ireland and Scot¬ 
land. 

But the situations were entirely dif¬ 
ferent, of course. In Ireland it was prin¬ 
cipled to demand separation from 
Britain. There existed an historically es¬ 
tablished national movement which in 
the form of Sinn Fein won 73 seat in the 
1918 general election. In Scotland work¬ 
ing class areas were dominated by the 
politics of the British labour movement 
- Labour Party and CPGB. To demand 
separation under such circumstances 
was to leave principle behind and to 
indulge in pure fantasy. He died a pre¬ 
mature death in 1923 - an isolated fig¬ 
ure, marginalised even in Glasgow. 

None of this should detract from Ma¬ 
clean’s heroic status as a class fighter. But 
we celebrate the 1918 internationalist 


things to come. Democrats beware: the 
bureaucrats of mind control are on the 
move again. 

The weekend was well attended, es¬ 
pecially on the Saturday. Over 300 peo¬ 
ple turned up although only half that 
number were present for Sunday’s ses¬ 
sions. 

The weekend had a big John Maclean 
theme to it - ushered in with the rally on 
Friday night in his honour. Many ses¬ 
sions were dedicated to his life. Mac- 
lean has now been enshrined as the 
sanctified hero for the SSP - one of the 
few honourable figures in the history of 
the working class movement who can 
be used to justify the SSP’s nationalist 
position for an independent Scotland. 
It was just about possible to attend one 
of the weekend’s sessions without hear¬ 
ing John Maclean’s name but it was im¬ 
possible to escape the overarching 
nationalist sentiment. 

Inevitably some sessions proved 
more interesting than others. The one 
entitled ‘Imagine a socialist Scotland’ 
was where the main clash on the na¬ 
tional question took place, although 
naturally the question was raised in 
many other sessions. 

Edinburgh and Lothians area organ¬ 
iser Colin Fox coherently argued the 
case for independence, but along the 


lines that our parliamentary version of 
independence is better than the SNP’s. 
To many in the dominant faction an in¬ 
dependent socialist Scotland is a dream 
ending with the working class in the 
rest of Britain being inspired by the in¬ 
credible successes that will be wit¬ 
nessed in Scotland. Scotland is almost 
thought of as the world’s revolutionary 
centre. 

Perversely the comrades see the emer¬ 
gence of a myriad of ineffective states 
in the former USSR and the collapsed 
Yugoslavia as some kind of evidence 
that independence is but a short step 
away for Scotland, a land overflowing 
with natural resources and abundant tal¬ 
ented individuals ready and willing to 
lead their country to a socialist paradise, 
free from the shackles imposed by the 
British state. 

When some comrades dared argue 
against him the majority seemed out¬ 
raged. The idea that a leftwing govern¬ 
ment isolated in Scotland would be 
crushed by the might of global capital 
seemed incomprehensible. Remember 
Allende, Chile and 1973. The idea that 
an impoverished Scotland - ripped 
away from the world division of labour 
- would certainly face a mass exodus 
and perhaps a democratic internal 
counterrevolution certainly has not 


occurred to them. 

Marx’s profound concept of simulta¬ 
neous revolution and the necessity of 
overcoming capital universally now ap¬ 
pears totally alien. The general level of 
debate was actually quite low, some¬ 
times frighteningly backward - epito¬ 
mised by the Scottish Republican 
Socialist Movement’s anti-English dia¬ 
tribes, which sadly were received with 
enthusiasm in some quarters. 

The session on the anti-capitalist 
movement was interesting. It was led off 
by Angela McCormick from Globalise 
Resistance and Philip Stott, north east 
area organiser and leading member of 
what remains of Peter Taaffe’s Commit¬ 
tee for a Workers’ International. This 
brought into sharp relief the differences 
between the SWP and the CWI - espe¬ 
cially those on the anti-capitalist and the 
anti-war movements. Comrades in the 
SWP were accused, quite rightly, of try¬ 
ing to dissolve themselves into the 
movement without engaging with it criti¬ 
cally. 

The weekend concluded with a good 
line-up of speakers for a final rally, in¬ 
cluding Aamer Anwar, Mike Gonzales, 
John McAllion, a delegate from Com¬ 
munist Refondation in Italy and Tommy 
Sheridan • 

Sarah McDonald 


Banning papers and culture 


A fter being thrown out of the venue 
for selling the Weekly Worker and 
Republican Communist, I attended the 
debate on ‘Socialism and culture’ be¬ 
tween Mark Brown (Scotland on Sun¬ 
day journalist) and Kevin Williamson 
(SSP drugs spokesperson). 

Comrade Brown robustly argued that 
every aspect of culture in society 
should be accessible to all and should 
not be the domain of the wealthy and 
privileged classes. Socialists should 
neither reject nor deny the existence of 


bourgeois culture, but should adopt the 
dialectical approach of Lenin, who ad¬ 
vocated the masses building their cul¬ 
ture on what already existed and had 
gone before. 

He alluded to Brecht’s assertion that 
art was the distorted mirror of society 
and should enable us therefore to see 
the world differently, an important and 
useful tool for socialists. 

Comrade Williamson’s contribution 
dealt mainly with music and films, ridi¬ 
culing the Hollywood obsession with 


the triumph of good over evil. He urged 
that all participants in cultural activity 
should challenge and oppose the sta¬ 
tus quo wherever necessary and that 
culture could be a tool of non-conform¬ 
ity. He saw the working class not as a 
cultural class but as an socio-economic 
group within society, who suffered, 
even in cultural terms, from attempts by 
bourgeois culture to express ideas 
which were not in the interests of the 
working class • 

Ronnie Mejka 
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